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Foreword

In 2013, Dawn Rooney gave the Southeast Asian Ceramic Society (SEACS) 
William Willetts Lecture, ‘Reflections on Southeast Asian Ceramics: Willetts’ 
Foresight’. Speaking casually to a few members after the talk, she mentioned 
that she had a photocopy of an incomplete manuscript by Willetts on touring 
Angkor. Kwa Chong Guan, who delivered the William Willetts Lecture in 2012, 
‘Art of Angkor: Monuments and Their Dating’, said he would be happy to look 
at it with a view to SEACS publishing it. So started the project.

Dawn couriered the manuscript from Bangkok to Singapore. I made several 
copies to distribute to readers. Chong Guan contacted Chris Yaw to put the 
document into Word™. In September 2013, Gretchen Liu and Patricia Welch 
proofread the 123-page document against the original photocopy. Chong Guan 
commenced work on a suitable introduction to the text.

The SEACS council debated several times the merits of completing and 
publishing such an outdated view of the Angkor sites. At times the manuscript 
meandered like a chain of consciousness past huts and dirt roads that no longer 
exist. At a conference in Bangkok in 2016, Dawn mentioned to me over a glass 
of wine how much she would like the project ‘out’. I revisited the idea with the 
council and with Chong Guan, who had indeed been working away on the man-
uscript over the years in between projects with deadlines. The momentum built.

Dawn offered to contribute her own photographs from the same period 
that Willetts explored Angkor. The publisher of Dawn’s own volume, Angkor: 
Cambodia’s Wondrous Khmer Temples, Magnus Bartlett of Odyssey Guides, very 
generously agreed to let SEACS use the plans from her book.

SEACS has posted An Angkor Roundabout as an e-book on its website as a 
tribute to its founder. For scholars and travellers, it illuminates a period in Ang-
kor’s history shortly before Cambodia plunged into turmoil. A heartfelt thank 
you to Chong Guan and Dawn for their long and tireless work on the project 
and to all those who contributed to bringing it to fruition.

Ingrid Hanson
SEACS President, 2012–2016
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A Travel Guide Lost and Found
William Willetts (1918–1995), the Founding President of the Southeast Asian 
Ceramic Society, left a mimeographed 123-page typescript, ‘An Angkor Rounda-
bout; Being a Five-Day Tour of the main Monuments at Angkor in Cambodia 
described in the Order in which they were built’. The typescript is undated, but 
Willetts probably started work on Angkor Roundabout shortly after he arrived 
in Singapore in 19631 to assume the post of Curator of the old University of 
Singapore Art Museum.2 The draft we have was very likely completed in 1972, 
before Angkor was taken over by the Khmer Rouge and the Park was closed 
for the next two decades, including ten years of Vietnamese Occupation of 
Cambodia from 1979.3

Willetts came to Singapore after spending five years in India studying its 
temples and monuments. As Willetts recalled, he stopped in Chennai in 1958, 
en route to China, to look at its art, which he had spent the previous decade 
studying and published an influential two-volume Chinese Art in 1958 with 
Penguin Books. On the strength of the royalties, he was able to sail for China. 
But he never got there, as he found India sufficiently interesting to stay for five 
years. Willetts thus came to Singapore as an authority on both Chinese and 
Indian art and looked at the art and culture of Southeast Asia through the lens 
of Chinese and Indian artistic traditions and practices.

Willetts, it would appear, never returned to work on his Angkor Roundabout, 

1 I should declare my interests that I was an undergraduate student of Willetts in 1966 and 
1967, and watched him type out this manuscript in the small workroom library of the old 
National University of Singapore Museum.

2 T. K. Sabapathy discusses Willetts’ contribution to the development of the old University 
of Singapore Art Museum in ‘Past-Present: A history of the University Art Museum’ in 
Sabapathy (Ed.), Past, Present, Beyond; Re-nascence of an art collection (Singapore: NUS 
Museums, National University of Singapore, 2002), pp. 10–22.

3 On the fate of Angkor during those two decades, see W. Chapman, A Heritage of Ruins, 
The Ancient Sites of Southeast Asia and Their Conservation (Honolulu: University of 
Hawai’i Press, 2013), pp. 78–85.
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which was effectively lost for the next 40 years4 until Dr Dawn Rooney found 
a copy of it among her papers when she was preparing for the William Willetts 
Lecture she had been invited to deliver to the Southeast Asian Ceramic Society 
[SEACS] on 1 February 2013. She recalls probably receiving this copy of Willetts’ 
Angkor Roundabout as part of a larger bundle of papers from the late Dr Roxanna 
M. Brown, a postgraduate student of Willetts in the early 1970s. Rooney, herself 
the author of a successful guide to the Angkor complex, now in its sixth edition, 
recognised the significance of this lost manuscript by Willetts and brought it to 
the attention of the Council of the SEACS.

The belated publication of this historic manuscript is to firstly honour the 
Society’s Founding President. Second is that it remains the first guide to tour-
ing the Angkor Monuments ‘in the Order in which they were Built’, as Willetts 
subtitled his manuscript. This is in contrast to earlier generations of French 
curators and conservateurs of Angkor who developed itineraries for visiting the 
monuments of Angkor according to their proximity along a Petit Circuit and a 
Grand Circuit (which will be discussed in the following section of this essay). 
Third is for sharing Willetts’ perception and description of the Angkor monu-
ments within his understanding of Indian art and architectural history derived 
from his five-year sojourn in India.

The manuscript we now have is a photocopy of the mimeographed typescript 
that Willetts circulated among friends and university colleagues he guided 
around Angkor and tested his proposed Guide with them. Pamela M. Watkins, 
a neighbour of Willetts in the old University of Singapore staff quarters, remem-
bered him “working on a second book for Penguin, The Khmer Ruins at Angkor, 
which sadly still remains unpublished – a ‘victim’ of the Vietnam War, although 
some of us were lucky enough to travel with Willie to Angkor (galley proofs 
of his book in hand, to count apsaras on the bas reliefs)”.5 The manuscript we 
have is unfortunately not ‘galley proofs’. It is a photocopy of a mimeographed 
typescript, illegible in some places, with plans of some of the monuments pho-
tocopied from École française d’Extrême-Orient (EFEO) reports.

The editorial decision taken in preparing this typescript for publication was 

4 T. K. Sabapathy recalls that his Malaysian colleague Redza Piyadasa (1939–2007) shared 
with Willetts a fortnightly column on art in the Business Times (Kuala Lumpur) in the late 
1980s. Piyadasa wrote on Malaysian contemporary art, while Willetts wrote about Angkor, 
suggesting that he did keep alive his interest in his draft Angkor Roundabout.

5 Watkins, ‘New light on old pottery: The founding of SEACS’, in J. N. Miksic (Ed.), 
Southeast Asian Ceramics: New Light on Old Pottery (Singapore: Southeast Asian Ceramic 
Society, 2009), pp. 21–25.
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to keep Willetts’ text intact as he wrote it in the early 1970s, and preserve his style 
and sensibility. Further details on the editing of this typescript are provided in 
the ‘Notes to Readers’. As a working draft, there were no illustrations or copies of 
photographs of the monuments described in Angkor Roundabout. Undoubtedly, 
Willetts would have included his own photographs of Angkor if he had contin-
ued to work on his manuscript. Willetts was a superb photographer, working 
with medium-format 120-roll film. He built up a large portfolio of photographs 
of the temples and monuments he studied during his five years in India. Many 
of the illustrations of artefacts for the new large-format edition of Chinese Art6 
were photographed by Willetts himself. Unfortunately, this large collection of 
photographs Willetts made of Indian and Chinese art, and also Angkor and 
Barabudur among other Southeast Asian monuments, with his Yashica twin-
lens reflex camera, which he used extensively in his art history lectures, went 
missing after the closure of the University of Singapore Museum in 1973, and 
Willetts moved on to become Curator of the newly established Museum of the 
Arts of Asia at the University of Malaya in Kuala Lumpur.

Rather than include post-1990 photographs of Angkor (which the two editors 
of this typescript could have provided from their own photographs of Angkor), 

6 Published as Foundations of Chinese Art: from neolithic pottery to modern architecture 
(London: Thames and Hudson, 1965).

La Rue Catinat, Saigon, from a postcard
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the editorial decision was to source for photographs of Angkor as Willetts was 
describing it in the late 1960s, which would reflect the era of Angkor Roundabout 
better than contemporary photographs. The editors selected the photographs 
from an album Ruines d’Angkor7 from the studio of Fernand Nadal, an Algerian 
photographer and dealer in photographic materials who established himself at 
150 Rue Catinat (now Ðõng Khoi Street), Saigon in 1921. Ruines d’Angkor is an 
album of 203 sepia-tone and black-and-white photographs of Angkor Wat and 
the Bayon, emerging as the two key monuments of the Angkor complex in the 
1920s, and other monuments on what the EFEO conservateurs were defining 
as the Petit Circuit for visiting Angkor. These Nadal photographs of Angkor 
continue a perspective of photographing Angkor developed by Emile Gsell 
(1838–1879)8 as architectural photography for an accurate representation of the 
building through perspective control and depth of field and, as far as possible, 
also aesthetically pleasing. Willetts was familiar with the requirements of this 
mode of architectural photography, having practised it for five years in India.

Guiding Around Angkor
Angkor Roundabout in many ways builds upon a series of French guidebooks 
to visiting the monuments historiques9 of Angkor, which the French had under-
taken the preservation of as part of their colonial mission and responsibility. 
The EFEO, established in 1898 to catalogue, analyse and preserve the cultural 
heritage of Asian civilisations, was assigned the administrative mission of 
managing the archaeological inheritance of not only Angkor but also the rest 

7 Photos NADAL, Saigon, Ruines d’Angkor (Paris: Braun & Cie, c.1920). There is also a 
48-photograph album of this publication.

8 Jim Mizerski, Cambodia captured: Angkor’s first photographs in 1860’s colonial intrigues 
(Phnom Penh: Jasmine Image Machine, 2016) on the pioneering photographs of John 
Thomson, Emile Gsell and Ernest Doudart de Langée in the political context of Franco-
Thai rivalry for control of Cambodia in the mid-1860s. A selection of Gsell’s photographs 
of Angkor at pp. 126–182.

9 ‘Monuments historique’ in France refers to the identification and designation of a building 
or architectural structure as historically significant and deserves to be inventoried for 
safeguarding. The inventorying of monuments historique dates back to the French 
Revolution. Jean-Pierre Bady, Les monuments historique en France (Paris, PUF, coll. « Que 
sais-je? », 1985).
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of French Indochina.10 Louis Finot (1864–1935), the founding Director of the 
EFEO, established a Conservation d’Angkor after Siam ceded back to Cambo-
dia its western provinces, including Siem Reap. He recruited Jean Commaille 
(1868–1916) to the post of Conservateur d’Angkor.

Jean Commaille (1868-1916) was a painter who served in Indochina with the 
Foreign Legion and, on being demobilised in 1898, chose to stay on in Siem Reap 
to paint Angkor. In between his duties as Conservateur to clear and shore up the 
major monuments and build roads to improve access to them,11 Commaille man-
aged to make time to write his guidebook, Guide aux ruines d’Angkor; Ouvrage 
illustré de cent cinquante-gravures et de trios plans. The 241-page book, measur-
ing 25 x 18 x 1.5 centimetres, was published in 1912 by Hachette in Paris.12 He 
starts his guide by informing visitors how to get to the “ruins of Angkor” by 
boat from Saigon via Phnom Penh and outlines to visitors the facilities available 
for their stay before launching into a history of ancient Cambodia with detailed 
descriptions of the monuments then open, principally Angkor Wat (76 pages) 
and Angkor Thom (90 pages). He set the template for subsequent guides to 
Angkor by providing maps and ground plans of the monuments linked to his 
text, telling his readers to now “turn left and look at” or “we now follow … now 
ascend” and “now go through the door …”. The guide is illustrated with fifty-
nine of the earliest photographs of Angkor. Commaille also provided sketches 
of some of the bas-reliefs of the monuments and, as frontispiece, attempted a 
‘sketch plan of the Angkor complex’, which provides an oblique perspective 
aerial sketch of the Angkor monuments then open for visitors.

With Commaille, we see the beginnings of the aestheticisation of the monu-
ments historiques with the resettlement of natives and removal of their unsightly 
paillotes or huts on stilts, which detracted from the picturesque landscapes of 

10 Catherine Clémentin-Ojha & Pierre-Yves Manguin, A century in Asia, The history of the 
École Française d’Extrême-Orient (Singapore: Editions Didier Millet / École Française 
d’Extrême-Orient, 2007) on the mission, accomplishments and achievements of the 
EFEO. Manguin has also summarised this mission of the EFEO to preserve Angkor as 
the patrimony of its colony in ‘L’EFEO au Cambodge, une siècle de partenariat’, Musée 
Cernuschi & Musée des Arts de l’Asie de la Ville de Paris, Archéologues à Angkor: 
Archives photographiques de l’École française d’Extrême-Orient (Paris: Musée, 2010), a 
commemorative volume of some of the more interesting and significant photographs of the 
EFEO’s contribution to the archaeology of Angkor.

11 See Maxime Prodromidès, Angkor chronique d’une renaissance (Paris/Pondicherry: 
Editions Kailash, 1997) for an insightful account of not only Commaille but also his 
successors as Conservateurs d’Angkor.

12 There are, in 2014, at least three reprints of Commaille’s guide offered by online book 
distributors.
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Plan cavalier du Groupe d’Angkor by Commaille
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Angkor that Commaille was painting. Eventually, the Khmer peasants of Angkor 
who provided the coolie labour to restore the monuments under French supervi-
sion were painted out of the landscape, or if they were included, were decorative 
motifs, as in the tourist posters or picturesque photographs of Angkor. In none 
of the subsequent guidebooks are the Khmer peasants of Angkor mentioned, 
except as a side trip to their villages on the shores of the Tonle Sap to view a 
tableau rustique.

Henri Marchal (1876–1970), who was then serving as an inspector of public 
buildings in Cambodia, was appointed to take over as Conservateur after Com-
maille was tragically robbed and murdered in 1916.13 As an architect, Marchal 
was able to improve on Commaille’s techniques to shore up and reinforce the 
monuments and continue clearing and opening up Angkor Thom. Roads were 
constructed to accommodate the growing number of tourists visiting Angkor. 
The colonial government, aware of the growing tourist potential of Angkor, 
slowly increased funding for its restoration. In 1930, Marchal went on a study 
trip to Java to study how the Dutch archaeologists were applying the technique 
of anastylosis involving the complete dismantling of a monument, stone by stone, 
and then reassembling it, to the restoration of Barabudur and Prambanan. The 
technique had been developed by Greek archaeologists and first successfully 
applied on the Acropolis. Marchal attempted his first application of anastylosis 
to the restoration of the temple of Banteay Srei, which had been documented 
by his colleagues,14 and was small enough to manage a trial of anastylosis. The 
success of Marchal’s rebuilding of Banteay Srei can be seen today. His successors 
adapted and expanded the application of anastylosis to the restoration of other 
Angkor monuments.

Angkor’s public profile was increased at the Colonial Exposition in Mar-
seilles in 1922, where a near life-size replica of Angkor Wat’s third level was 
constructed. An even larger replica of Angkor Wat was constructed for the 
1931 Paris Colonial Exhibition. In 1925, Angkor was legislated as the Parc 
archéologique d’Angkor. Responding to the growing tourist need for a guide, 
Marchal published in 1928 a Guide Archéologique aux Temples d’Angkor.

The key feature of Marchal’s 217-page, 22 x 14 centimetre Guide is his 

13 H. Parmentier’s ‘Nécrologie de Jean Commaille’, in Bulletin de l’École française d’Extrême-
Orient (BEFEO) 16 (1916), pp. 105–107.

14 Louis Finot, Henri Parmentier & Victor Goloubew, Le temple d’Içvarapura (Banteay Srei, 
Cambodge), Mémoires Archéologiques I (Paris: G. van Oest, 1926), English translation by J. 
H. Stape, A guide to the Temple of Banteay Srei at Angkor, published by White Lotus Press, 
Bangkok, 2000.
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grouping of the monuments into seven categories according to their proximity 
to enable visitors to get the most of their limited time at Angkor. The first two 
groups are the ‘principal monuments’ of Angkor Wat and Angkor Thom, includ-
ing not only the Bayon but also all the other monuments within its walls. Third 
is what Marchal terms a Petit Circuit, taking the visitor around the monuments 
to the east of Angkor Thom, including Ta Kèo, Ta Prohm, Banteay Kdei and 
Srah Srang. Fourth is the Grand Circuit of the further monuments northeast of 
Angkor Thom – Preah Khan, Neak Pean and then on to east Mebon and Pre 
Rup and Banteay Samrè. Marchal then has a long list of twenty-three ‘second-
ary monuments’ the visitor could consider visiting if time was available. This 
grouping of how the Angkor monuments should be visited according to their 
geographical proximity has become the template for all subsequent guides to 
Angkor.

By 1928, an increasing number of the monuments were becoming accessible 
by automobile and Marchal provided a list of the monuments visitors could visit 
by car. The Bayon, for example, is only 3 kilometres and 300 metres from the 
bungalow in front of Angkor Wat, where the visitor would stay. The Baphuon, 
Marchal informs his visitor, is 250 metres from the Bayon. Marchal also provided 
the distance from the Bungalow for the monuments listed on his ‘Short’ or Petit 
Circuit and also the ‘Long’ or Grand Circuit. Marchal also suggests a two-day 
itinerary for the visitor and advises them that the best time to visit is early in the 
day, when the monuments appear best in the morning sun. In 1961, at the age 

Angkor Wat, Colonial Exposition, Paris 1931
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of 86, Marchal revised his 1928 Guide as a Nouveau Guide d’Angkor.15

In 1934, Marchal handed over his duties as Conservateur to another architect, 
Georges A. Trouvé (1902–1935), who continued the work of clearing, restoring 
and establishing the layout of the monuments in the Parc archéologique d’Angkor. 
He is credited with the development of the first topographical plan of the park. 
But Trouvé cut short his career when he tragically committed suicide in 1935 
and Marchal had to be recalled to resume his old job until Maurice Glaize was 
recruited to be Conservateur d’Angkor in 1937.

Maurice Glaize (1886–1964), an École des Beaux-Arts-trained architect, 
served for ten years as Conservateur. He is remembered for successfully adapting 
the techniques of anastylosis to rebuilding the Angkor monuments, especially 
the monuments of the Grand Circuit, in particular, the Bakong in the Roluos 
group and Banteay Samrè, which he restored with such precision that they 
became outstanding examples of intact Khmer architecture. He is also remem-
bered for the guidebook he wrote.

In 1944, Glaize published his Les Monuments du Groupe d’Angkor with a com-
mendatory preface from George Coedès, the Director of the EFEO. A second 
edition was published in 1948 and a Paris edition in 1963. A fourth edition was 
published in 199316 with new photographs and preface by Jean Bosselier, who 
started his career as an assistant to Henri Marchal in 1949 and went on to a bril-
liant career as a historian of Cham, Khmer and Thai art. Glaize’s 280-page, 18 x 
13 centimetre guide has today achieved the status of a classic for consolidating 
the template on how to visit Angkor. Glaize set the standard for his precision 
of how the monuments are to be described and guiding the visitor of what, and 
how, to see the monuments. Maxime Prodromidès was perhaps right to describe 
Glaize as a ‘geometrician’ and ‘planifier’,17 two rather French terms that carry 
their etymologies into their English equivalents of ‘surveyor’, who systematically 
plans or organises the management of resources, in this case, the most efficient 
way to visit the monuments of Angkor.

Glaize starts his guide by informing the visitor that it is impossible to see all 
the monuments in a few days, and they should plan to visit only two or three 
monuments a day. He then proposes a series of itineraries from a short half-

15 See Marchal’s obituary by J. Boisselier & A. B. Griswold in Artibus Asiae 34/1 (1972), pp. 
76–101.

16 There is an English translation available online at www.theangkorguide.com/images/
download/Angkor.pdf.

17 Prodromidès, Angkor chronique d’une renaissance, p. 218.
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day tour to a week-long itinerary, which he considers the optimal time to view 
Angkor. Part One of the guide includes chapters on Khmer history, religion, art 
and architectural history of the monuments, their construction and restoration 
by the EFEO. All this information is summarised in a chart providing a chronol-
ogy of the Angkor rulers, their reign dates and the monuments linked to them.

Part Two of the guide is a description of the monuments according to the 
programme Marchal first proposed of visiting the two principal monuments of 
Angkor Wat and Angkor Thom, followed by the twelve monuments along the 
Petit Circuit and ten monuments comprising the Grand Circuit. Twelve monu-
ments are included in the category of secondary monuments, making up the 
‘Monuments hors [outside]-circuit’. They include Banteay Srei, Banteay Samrè 
and the Bakong, which Glaize worked on. Each monument is precisely described 
according to a fixed format that provides the translation of the Khmer name 
of the monument, its date, the ruler it is associated with, religious affiliation 
and information on its restoration. Each description of the monument follows 
a sequence that describes the location and orientation of the monument, its 
size, form and structure, and its bas-reliefs, ornaments and other significant 
architectural features. For the larger and more significant monuments, a map 
or ground plan is provided, with recommended itineraries. . All this leaves 
the visitor in no doubt of what he should be looking at in walking around the 
monument, and so saves the visitor time and effort wondering what to look at.

Glaize’s successor as Conservateur, Jacques Lagisquet, did not last a year in 
the job and Marchal had to be called out of retirement to helm the Conservation 
d’Angkor for a third time. In 1954, another architect, Jean Laur, was recruited to 
take on the job of Conservateur. Laur would have been involved in the return 
of Angkor as patrimony of the Khmer people to the new nation of Cambodia 
in 1953, and for whom Angkor became a symbol of its rediscovered national 
splendour. Laur, however, does not mention this in his Angkor: An Illustrated 
Guide to the Monuments published some forty-three years after he stepped down 
as Conservateur in 1959.18 All he notes is that “thanks to the acquisition of a 
vast quantity of construction material left behind by the French army following 
its withdrawal from Indochina in 1954, it was possible to use the [anastylosis] 
technique more extensively”. In all respects, Laur’s guide, the last by a French 
Conservateur d’Angkor, clearly shows the impact of Glaize’s influence. In his 

18 Michael Sullivan, the founding Curator of the old University of Malaya Museum and 
Willetts’ predecessor, recalls being escorted around Angkor by Laur in his jeep in his ‘The 
discovery of Angkor’ in his Studies in the art of China and South-East Asia, vol. II (London: 
Pindar Press, 1992), p. 339.
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Foreword, Laur states: “In 1944 Maurice Glaize, curator of Angkor, published 
a seminal guidebook to the site. … As an admirer and successor of Maurice 
Glaize, I felt that the guide I was writing should be in keeping with his love of 
the monuments and the clarity and precision marking their description.” Laur’s 
guide is in effect an update and expansion of Glaize’s guide.

The other guide to Angkor was written by Henri Parmentier (1871–1949), the 
EFEO’s Head of the Archaeological Service, to whom Commaille and his succes-
sors reported. Parmentier, an École des Beaux-Arts-trained architect, joined the 
EFEO at its founding in 1898, and between 1901 and 1906 cleared and restored 
the major Cham monuments in Vietnam. He continued to do basic field work 
as supervisor of the Conservation d’Angkor, conducting his own excavations 
and indefatigably tramping through France’s new colony, verifying and expand-
ing the surveys and inventorying of historic sites and monuments done by his 
predecessors.19 Besides his major publications on Khmer art and architecture, 
Parmentier also produced a pocket sized (16 x 12 centimetres) Angkor Guide 
published posthumously in 1950.20 A third edition was published in 1960 and, 
when Angkor was reopened after 1992, reprinted frequently in Phnom Penh 
alongside an English translation.

Parmentier’s Angkor Guide’s style is fairly descriptive, with paragraphs on 
the architectural and art history of the monuments, more reminiscent of Com-
maille’s Guide than the guidebooks produced by Commaille’s successors, Henri 
Marchal and Maurice Glaize. The 239-page guide followed Marchal and Glaize 
in proposing that Angkor be visited according to the Petit Circuit and Grand 
Circuit proposed by Marchal, with a list of secondary monuments in a Hors 
Circuit, with the Roluos group visited on the way to Phnom Penh.

The last French Conservateur d’Angkor, Bernard Philippe Groslier (1926–
1986), was also the first archaeologist to take on the job, in 1960. As an archae-
ologist, Groslier broke away from the architectural history understanding of 
Angkor associated with his predecessors to pioneer a more ecological and socio-

19 This mapping and inventory of not only Khmer monuments in Cambodia by E. Lunet de 
Lajonquière in his three-volume Inventaire archéologique du l’Indochine I; Monuments 
du Cambodge (1902-1911), and extension by E. Aymonier to Thailand in his two-volume 
Le Cambodge, Les provinces Siamoises (1901) were the basis of the French colonial state’s 
claims to legislate on the legacy of Angkor and also Champa, which Parmentier inventoried 
in his two-volume Inventaire archéologique du l’Indochine II; Monuments chams de 
l’Annam (1909–1918).

20 See Parmentier’s obituary in the Bulletin de l’École Française d’Extrême-Orient (BEFEO) 
45/2 (1952), pp. 279–28.
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economic understanding of Angkor in its environment. He did not produce a 
guidebook, but early in his career, did publish a pictorial book, Angkor, hommes 
et pierres, the English translation of which, Angkor: art and civilization, went 
through two reprints. Groslier was able to considerably expand the conserva-
tion of Angkor during his decade-plus tenure as Conservateur d’Angkor, in part 
because of support by a 1953 postcolonial Cambodian government determined 
to appropriate the colonial patrimonie of Angkor for nation-building. Wil-
letts’ introduction to Angkor was in this decade when Groslier was laying the 
foundations for a more archaeological conservation of Angkor,21 culminating 
in his reinterpretation of Angkor as a ‘hydraulic city’. It was also under Groslier 
that the restoration of the massive and problematic Baphuon, which Willetts 
highlights in Angkor Roundabout, was started. This work was interrupted from 
197522 to 1995, when the French restarted restoration, and completed in 2011.23

An Angkor Roundabout was drafted within the template established by the 
various Conservateurs d’Angkor, especially M. Glaize, for how visitors to Angkor 
could best manage their time to visit the maximum number of monuments.24 
Angkor Roundabout, if it had been published in the 1970s, would have been the 
first guidebook by an art historian writing in English, rather than an architect 
writing in French.

Like the Conservateurs d’Angkor, Willetts focuses his guide on looking 
only at the form and structure of the monuments, and refers to the underly-
ing mythology and symbolism only to explain what the visitor is gazing at. He 
agrees with Glaize, whom he quotes, that it is not physically possible to visit all 
the monuments within a short visit and follows Glaize in proposing that the 
optimum is to visit two or three monuments a day over a five-day tour. Like all 
the French guides, he starts with his proposals for an ‘itinerary and schedule 
for a five-day visit’ but not according to their proximity to form a Petit and a 
Grand Circuit, as in the French Guides. Instead, Willetts subtitles his guide as a 

21 Christopher Pottier, ‘Nouvelles recherches archéologiques à Angkor’, in Hugues Tertrais 
(Ed.), Angkor VIIIe-XXIe siècle: Mémoires et identité khmères (Paris: Éditions Autrement, 
2008), pp. 27–29, on the impact of Groslier’s work.

22 Groslier’s recollections on the Khmer Rouge takeover of Angkor are in M. Prodromidès, 
Angkor: Chronique d’une renaissance (Paris: Kailash, 1997), pp. 263–277, the preceding pp. 
240–262 summarises Groslier’s work on Angkor as a ‘hydraulic city’.

23 Pascal Royère, ‘Le Baphuon: Un siècle de restauration’, in Tertrais (Ed.), Angkor VIIIe-XXIe 
siècle, pp. 37–50.

24 See Dawn F. Rooney, Angkor Observed: A travel anthology of ‘Those there before’ (Bangkok: 
Orchid Press, 2001) for a compilation of impressions of early visitors to Angkor, how they 
travelled to Siem Reap and spent their time there.
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‘Tour of the Main Monuments at Angkor in Cambodia described in the Order 
in which they were Built’. Thus where the French guides list the Roluos group at 
the end of their itineraries because of its distance from Siem Reap, Willetts starts 
his itinerary with the Roluos group because it is the earliest site in the Angkor 
Park. He ends his five-day itinerary visiting the Bayon and Angkor Thom, which 
for the French guides is a principal monument to be visited at the start of any 
tour of Parc d’Angkor.

Like the French guides, Willetts provides some notes on what the visitor to 
Angkor can expect in accommodation, food and entertainment in Siem Reap. 
These are, as is to be expected, hopelessly outdated, but are left intact in this 
printing of his guide to provide an insight into how much Siem Reap has changed 
over the years. Then follows the Introduction, which attempts to locate Angkor 
in its cultural context, art history and political history. The descriptions of the 
monuments deviates from the precise style established by Glaize, but revert to 
a more descriptive style associated with Commaille and Parmentier.

Looking at Angkor from Mamallapuram25

Willetts came to Angkor via India, where he spent five years, mostly in Tamil 
Nadu, “studying historical monuments and religious shrines”, as he says of 
himself. Among the monuments that impressed Willetts were the freestanding 
rock-cut shrines at Mamallapuram. Willetts was sufficiently fascinated by this 
group of ‘Seven Pagodas’, by which name it is commonly known, that he pro-
ceeded to read whatever he could find in the Madras libraries on these ‘Seven 
Pagodas’ and eventually compiled a detailed bibliography which he described 
as “a sort of chart illustrating the gradual growth of knowledge, comprehen-
sion, and artistic taste in one particular part of the world during the last 250 
years, particularly during the Victorian era and its immediate aftermath”.26 This 
statement fairly well sums up Willetts’ approach to art history as “document-
ing the growth of knowledge, comprehension and artistic taste” of an art form. 

25 The following comments are not a critique of Willetts’ perceptions of Angkor nor to 
update our understanding of issues Willetts discusses in guiding around Angkor. There is 
therefore no attempt to discuss our current understanding of whether Angkor Wat and the 
other Angkor monuments were more temples or tombs or the monuments of Jayavarman 
VII architecturally ‘decadent’. Rather, the intent of these comments is to locate Willetts’ 
thinking and views of Angkor in the context of Willetts’ practice of art history and what he 
would have known and understood about Angkor in the 1960s.

26 Published as An illustrated annotated annual bibliography of Mahabalipuram on the 
Coromandel Coast of India, 1852-1962, International Association of Tamil Research Series 
(Kuala Lumpur: Department of Indian Studies, University of Malaya, 1966), p. 6.



An Angkor Roundabout

~ 16 ~

It was a practice of art history that Willetts applied to his study and writing of 
Chinese art, which he categorised into eight art forms – jade, bronze, lacquer, 
silk, sculpture, pottery, painting and calligraphy, and architecture – associating 
each art form with a specific period of Chinese history and its ruling dynasty, 
then writing about our knowledge of those art forms.

Chinese sculpture for Willetts is associated with the introduction of Bud-
dhism to China during the era of the Six Dynasties and its development in the 
Tang. Much of the chapter on sculpture in the 1958 edition of Chinese Art and 
its later large-format edition traces our knowledge and comprehension of the 
beginnings of Chinese Buddhist sculpture to its Indian origins at Mathura, the 
spread of the Mathura image of the Buddha to China and its subsequent develop-
ment. Art history for Willetts is less about symbolic content and style but more 
about tracing the effects of provenance in shaping the art forms he is examining. 
There is an implicit teleology in such an approach to art history, which makes 
the Early Tang the third and final phase of Buddhist sculpture because “Chinese 
sculpture had deviated quite perceptibly from the stylistic standards of Gupta 

The Rathas at the Shore Temple, Mamallapuram, c.1913 photograph
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art”27 that inspired the first and second phases of Chinese Buddhist art.28

Willetts brought this practice of art history as tracing sources of art forms 
and their influences to his study of Southeast Asian sculpture. When invited to 
contribute to the old University of Singapore student History Society Journal 
in 1966, Willetts pointed out that in contrast to other scholars of Thai Buddhist 
art like Reginald Le May, George Coedès and A. B. Griswold, who “have been 
apt to pass over in silence the question as the specific origin of a given local 
style, quite possibly because of their ignorance of the complete range of Gupta 
and post-Gupta oeuvre”, he “had the advantage of a period of five years spent 
in India, and happens to be fairly familiar with the work of the Indian schools”. 
Consequently, Willetts is able to trace the 6th to 11th century Dvaravati Buddha 
images and their influence on successive phases of Thai Buddha images, back to 
their origins in the 8th to 12th century Pala School images of the Buddha carved 
in the district of the great university centre at Nalanda.29

Mamallapuram was important for Willetts’ understanding of Angkor. He 
looked at Angkor through the windows of the Indian temple and saw deriva-
tives of the monuments he had studied in India. He could confidently declare 
in the third paragraph of his introductory remarks on Angkor in his Angkor 
Roundabout that “the monuments we shall see at Angkor in the next few days 
would never have come into being had not India fecundated the placental 
mother culture of Cambodia”. Willetts appropriated this biological metaphor 
of ‘fecundation’ from the Dutch archaeologist F. D. K. Bosch, who in his 1946 
inaugural address at the University of Leiden proposed this metaphor, “that 
the awakened Indian spirit fecundated the living matter of Indonesian society, 
thus procreating a new life that was predestined to develop into an independ-
ent organism in which the foreign and native elements were to merge into an 
indissolubly entity”.30 In his ‘Notes on the ‘Indianization’ of South-East Asia’, 
Willetts writes that fecundation “is perhaps the fairest description of the process 
of ‘Indianization’”, which he “likened to the mastery imposed by the Greek spirit 
upon the cultural mediocrity of the rest of the Mediterranean”.

27 Foundations of Chinese art; From Neolithic pottery to modern architecture (London: 
Thames & Hudson, 1965), p. 200; Chinese art (London: Penguin Books, 1958), p. 382.

28 See the critical review of Willetts’ approach to China’s art history by Michael Sullivan in 
Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 29/2 (1966), pp. 417–418.

29 ‘Notes on the ‘Indianization’ of South-East Asia’, Journal of the Historical Society 7 
(1966/67), pp. 20–24.

30 Bosch, ‘The problem of the Hindu colonisation of Indonesia’, in his Selected studies in 
Indonesian archaeology, Translation Series 3, Koninklijk Instituut voor Taal-, Land- en 
Volkenkunde (Hague: M. Nijhoff, 1961), p. 20.
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If the monuments of Angkor were derivatives of Indian temples, then their 
function would follow that of the Indian temple as the ‘body’ of the deity 
enshrined in the sanctum sanctorum of the temple, the garbhagrha or womb 
house. The icon or pratimā in the garbhagriha would be, in a Saiva temple, the 
phallic linga emblem of Shiva, and in a Vaisnava temple, the icon would be 
Vishnu or one of his avatāras. However, the epigraphy associated with a large 
number of the Angkor monuments goes further, proclaiming that it is the 
king who is venerated in the pratimā as a divine incarnation of either Shiva or 
Vishnu. This then makes the temple the ‘body’ of devaraja, or god-king. The 
king would have claimed divine status through a consecration or abhiseka cer-
emony at the time of his coronation, and thereafter represented in the linga or 
avatara of Vishnu inside the garbhagriha of his temple. Located on the top of a 
truncated pyramid symbolising the cosmic Meru Mountain, the temple would 
be the abode of the king who is a god.

Viewed from Mamallapuram, such a function of the Angkor temples would 
be familiar to Willetts, who writes: “At Mahabalipuram on the Coromandel coast 
is a complex of three shrines collectively called the Shore Temple. Two are Saivite. 
According to an inscription on the site, one bears the name Kshatriyasiumha-
pallavasvara, that is, ‘the Pallava Kshatriyasimha (King Narasimhavarman II) 
who is merged with Mahesvara (i.e. Shiva)’ and who ruled from about 690 to 
715 ….” Willetts would have visited other funerary temples, pallip-padaik-koyil, 
which the Pallava and Chola kings built for their divine ancestors.31 In claiming 
the status of devarāja as a divine person, the Pallava and Chola kings have gone 
further than other Indian kings, including Aśoka, who thought of themselves 
as only representative of the gods, performing functions analogous to Indra or 
Shiva as ‘king of the gods’ from their cosmic mountain abode.32

The Angkor (and the Javanese Śailendra) kings, like the Pallava and Chola 

31 For example, the pallip-padai temple erected for the great Chola king Āditya Chola by his 
son Parantaka Chola at the beginning of the 9th century at Tondaimandu, and named after 
one of his titles, Ādityeśvaram, is still in worship today.

32 Indian historians continue to be preoccupied with understanding why the devarāja cult, 
prevalent in Angkor and Java, was only popular in South India among the Pallavas and 
Cholas kings who claimed to be divine incarnations, but less so in North India, where 
it was practised only among the Kushans, and not among other Indian rulers. In 2001, 
the Indian National Museum Institute convened a seminar which brought together a 
distinguished group of Indian archaeologists, art historians and museum directors to 
review this issue of God & King: The devarāja cult in South Asian Art and Architecture, 
edited by A. R. Sengupta (New Delhi: Regency Publications for National Museum Institute, 
2005).
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kings, were more than a representative of Shiva or Indra in the world of men. 
They were incarnations of Shiva or Vishnu, divine persons in their own right, 
emanating the sacred presence of their incarnations in the mundane world. The 
temples they built for themselves became their tombs after their death, from 
where in their divine incarnations, they could continue to maintain a panoptic 
watch over the fortunes of their descendants. Within this understanding of the 
function of the Angkor monuments as ‘funerary temples’, An Angkor Roundabout 
is a guide around the architectural features, statuary, bas-reliefs and ornamen-
tation of the monuments which served this funerary function of the temple.

But this description of forms has been at the expense of the search for the 
deeper iconography of the ritual functions performed within these monuments. 
What does it mean to entemple the deceased king? Were the corporeal remains 
of the deceased king encoffined in a stone sarcophagus (and Willetts points to 
examples which have been recovered from Angkor sites) that was assumed to 
have been deposited in a shaft beneath the pratimā in the sanctum sanctorum of 
the temple? Or, were the corporeal remains of the deceased ruler cremated and 
the ashes scattered in rivers, as prescribed in the Indic rituals for the śrāddha? 
If so, then what of the deceased king entombed in his temple? Willetts writes 
that the former was the case, as can been seen at Phnom Bakheng, where a stone 
trough, found at the bottom shaft beneath the lingam, functioned as a sarcopha-
gus for the earthly body of Yashodharavarman I. Angkor Wat was, similarly, the 
‘mausoleum’ of Suryavarman II. If we follow Willetts and the EFEO scholars, in 
particular George Coedès,33 that the Angkor monuments were ‘funerary temples’ 
then how is the deviation from core Indic beliefs about death and disposal of 
the dead prescribed in the śrāddha mortuary rites to be explained?

If we follow Willetts’ method of tracing the sources and knowledge of art 
forms, then ideas about the funerary destiny of the Angkor monuments the 

33 Coedès was the doyen of the EFEO scholars on Angkor, rising to become its Director 
from 1929 to 1947. He first saw Angkor at the beginning of his career in 1912 and in 1943 
summed up his impression of Angkor for a general public in Pour mieux comprendre 
Angkor; Cultes personnels et culte royal, Monuments funéraires; Symbolisme architectural; 
Les grands sourverains d’Angkor (Paris: Adrien Maisonneur Librairie d’Amérique et 
d’Orient, 1947). Willetts quotes Coedès from the English translation of this text as Angkor: 
An introduction (Hong Kong: Oxford University Press, 1963), pp. 34–38. The French text 
is more detailed, drawing on the work of W. F. Stutterheim to understand the funerary 
function of the Angkor monuments (pp. 82–83).
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EFEO scholars debated in the pages of their Bulletin34 came from two sources. 
The first would be the Siamese state ceremonies for the cremation of their rulers. 
Coedès would have observed the cremation ceremonies of King Rama VI in 
1925 and 1926,35 when he was seconded from 1918 to 1929 to become curator 
at the National Library and then Secretary General in the Royal Institute of 
Siam, working closely with Prince Damrong. He would have been aware of the 
rites for the encoffining of the late King’s body in a silver urn, the ceremonies 
for the lying-in-state of Rama VI before his body was transferred to the massive 
funeral pyre, the Brah Meru, for cremation, and thereafter, the bone fragments 
carefully collected to be deposited in various temples. Coedès and his EFEO 
colleagues would have extrapolated what they witnessed in Bangkok in 1925 to 
an understanding of the Khmer monuments they were seeking the meanings of.

The second source of ideas about the funerary destiny of the Khmer monu-
ments came from the EFEO’s Dutch colleagues working on the preservation of 
the Javanese monuments and Balinese temples under their charge. W. F. Stut-
terheim, the Director of the Archaeological Survey from 1936 to 1942, was able 
to extrapolate the insights from his ethno-archaeological study of the Balinese 
temples and cremation ceremonies to an understanding of the 14th century East 
Javanese texts on the śrāddha ceremonies leading to the deification of Majapa-
hit rulers in their temples.36 His predecessor as Director of the Archaeological 

34 Coedès summarised the debate in ‘Études Cambodgiennes XXXIII: La destination 
funéraire des grands monuments Khmèrs’, Bulletin de l’École française d’Extrême-Orient 41 
(1941), pp. 315–343.

35 H. G. Quaritch Wales documented and analysed the cremation of Rama VI in his Siamese 
State Ceremonies; Their History and Functions (London: Curzon Press, 1991 reprint of 
1932 edn), which Coedès favourably reviewed in Bulletin de l’École française d’Extrême-
Orient 32 (1932), pp. 530–538. Wales as Advisor to the Siamese government, probably had, 
like Coedès, the personal connections to develop a deep understanding of the ceremonies.

36 These conclusions of Stutterheim and other Dutch scholars have been challenged 
by the Indonesian archaeologist R. Soekmono, who was Director of the Indonesian 
Archaeological Service (1953–1973) in his 1974 doctoral dissertation. He concluded from 
a re-examination of the archaeological and textual evidence collated by Stutterheim and 
others that the Javanese temples or candis, and by extension, the Angkor monuments, 
were not royal tombs where the ashes of the deceased monarch were interred, but spaces 
to commemorate the resurrection of the deceased monarch as the divine incarnation of 
the god he identified with. See the English translation by D. Weatherbee of Soekmono’s 
dissertation as The Javanese Candi: Function and Meaning, Studies in Asian Art and 
Archaeology, 17 (Leiden: E. J Brill, 1995). See Kwa Chong Guan, ‘Śrāddha Śri Rajapatni; An 
exploration of Majapahit mortuary ritual’, in J. N. Miksic & Endang Sri Hardiati (Eds.), The 
Legacy of Majapahit (Singapore: National Heritage Board, 1995), pp. 73–88, for an attempt 
at a close reading of paragraphs of the Majapahit text, the Deśawarņa (Nāgarakŗtāgama) on 
the cremation of the Queen Sri Rajapatni correlated with the archaeological evidence.
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Survey, F. D. K. Bosch, was able from his studies into the iconography of Hindu-
Javanese symbolism,37 to discern the funerary function of Angkor Wat.

Willetts, while citing Bosch, does not appear to have followed Bosch’s 
approach to these conclusions he reached about the funerary destination of 
Angkor Wat and fecundation of the “placental mother-culture of Cambodia 
via the iconographic study of Hindu-Javanese symbolism”. “Iconography,” Wil-
letts declared in his 1958 edition of Chinese art (p. 345), “is a dull topic.” But it 
is necessary to work through the iconography of Chinese Buddhist sculptures 
to identify the different beings represented in the statuary, their popularity 
with donors commissioning these sculptures and chart the progress of Chinese 
Buddhism. Otherwise, “pleasure in a piece of sculpture”, for Willetts, “depends, 
indirectly perhaps, on knowing what it represents. Knowledge, in this sense, 
offers no bar to appreciation; whereas unsatisfied intellectual curiosity may 
greatly reduce one’s capacity for aesthetic response.”38

Willetts may be right that “iconography is a dull subject” as defined by Arby 
Warburg and developed by his student, Erwin Panofsky,39 after he arrived at 
Princeton University in 1933, and worked on its project of an ‘Index of Christian 
Art’. But Willetts appeared to realise that iconography might be more than just 
indexing the subject matter of art. There is a deep underlying tension between 
bringing together a concrete object called a work of art with the abstract idea 
of that object called an image. Can we comprehend and appreciate the form of 
a work of art without some understanding of its meanings?

Form and Meaning in Angkor Monuments
This is the problem of ‘looking’ at Angkor Wat. What do we ‘see’ in the form 
of Angkor Wat as a Mount Meru? Do we ‘see’ a tomb, as Willetts perceives, in 
which Suryavarman II’s corporeal body is encoffined in a stone sarcophagi in 
the monument’s central shaft? Or, do we ‘see’ what Coedès insisted is a ‘temple 
funéraire’ in which the dharma, or ‘royal essence’ (‘moi subtil’) of Suryavarman 
contained in the ashes from the cremation of his corporeal body interred in the 

37 Bosch, ‘Notes archéologique IV: Le temple d’Angkor Wat’, Bulletin de l’École française 
d’Extrême-Orient 32 (1932), pp. 7–21.

38 The detailed description of different types of Chinese Buddhist sculptures on pp. 348–358 
in the 1958 edition of Chinese Art is abbreviated to three pages in the large-format edition 
of Chinese art, pp. 192–195.

39 Michael Ann Holly, Panofsky and the foundations of art history (New York: Cornell 
University Press, 1984); E. Gombrich, ‘The aims and limits of iconography’, in his Symbolic 
Images: Studies in the art of the renaissance (London: Phaidon, 1993).
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monument could continue to receive the supplications of his descendants? Or 
is Angkor Wat a temple which is the ‘substitute body’ of Suryavarman II incar-
nated as Vishnu after his death, as Paul Mus, Coedès’ young EFEO colleague 
and scholar of Buddhism, was arguing in a densely argued monograph about 
Barabudur?40 Our understanding of the form of Angkor Wat depends upon our 
understanding of the ritual functions of Angkor Wat, and meanings embedded 
in those ritual functions.

For Willetts however, it is the form of the Angkor monuments that matter 
more. He is concerned, like the Parc d’Angkor conservateurs, in documenting the 
evolving form of the Angkor monuments as a microcosm of the Mount Meru, 
the Indic cosmological abode of the gods41 from its inception in the Bakong 
through the Bakheng and the Baphuon, which Willetts declares “is in its way 
the most stupendous monument of all Angkor”. Angkor Wat is the culmination 
of the Khmer temple-pyramid. Willetts’ waxing lyrical about the clean lines 
and linearity of these Khmer temple-pyramids contrasts with his silence about 
Jayavarman VII’s monuments, which he dismisses as “of an eclectic character 
appreciably different from those of earlier date”. If Angkor Wat is considered the 
‘classical’ form, building on earlier forms, then in contrast, “the last great batch 
of buildings, attributed to Jayavarman VII, … could be called ‘post-classical’, 
‘late’, or even ‘decadent’”.42

Viewed from Mamallapuram, the Bayon would be ‘decadent’. In contrast to 
the clean and clear lines of the ‘Seven Pagoda’ temples at Mamallapuram and 
Angkor Wat, the ornate gopura of the later temples, such as the Ranganatha 

40 Barabudur; Esquisse d’une histoire du Bouddhisme fondée sur la critique archéologique des 
textes (Hanoi: Imprimerie d’Extrême-Orient, 1935), pp. 215–233.

41 The art historian Philippe Stern, who pioneered the ‘method’ for a stylistic dating of 
the Bayon, among other Angkor and Indian monuments, also argued for the ‘temple-
montagne’ as the basic architectural form of the Khmer temple in ‘Le temple khmer. 
Formation et development du temple-montagne’, Bulletin de la Societé des études 
indochinoises, nouv sér. 12/2 (1937), pp. 83–87.

42 Although Willetts does not mention him, this distinction Willetts is drawing between 
the classic form of Angkor Wat and the ‘decadent’ monuments of Jayavarman VII draws 
on the pairs of concepts that Henrich Wölfflin (1864–1945), one of the founding fathers 
of modern art history, proposed for framing the historical study of art in his Principles of 
Art History (1915) between the classical and the Baroque. The Bayon would exemplify 
Wölfflin’s ‘painterly’ qualities of complexly combined decorative, dramatic and symbolic 
elements to create an over-detailed ‘baroque’ form. It would have been unusual if Willetts 
was not introduced to the 1932 English translation of Wölfflin’s Principles of Art History: 
The Problem of the Development of Style in Later Art during his time at the Courtauld 
Institute of Art.
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temple at Srirangam, Tamil Nadu, makes for a visually difficult-to-appreciate 
temple, like the Bayon. None other than James Fergusson in his monumental 
study of A History of Indian and Eastern Architecture, first published in 1876 
and still in print, established the template in which the Gupta aesthetic was 
the high point of Indian architecture, and thereafter it was decadence, decline 
and degeneration. “We may admire beauty of details, and be astonished at the 
elaboration and evidence of labour [in the 16th and 17th century South Indian 
temples] … but as an architectural design it is altogether detestable.” Fergus-
son’s narrative continues to haunt historians of Indian architecture down to 
today. Willetts would have read the various editions of Fergusson for what he 
said of Mamallapuram and may have recalled what Fergusson said about “the 
earlier specimens [of architecture] being in all instances the most perfect, and 
the degree of degradation forming … a tolerably exact chronometric scale, by 
which we measure the age of the buildings”.43

Another possible reason Willetts is silent about the Bayon is probably his 
difficulty in making sense of its form, which does not quite conform to the form 
of the Sumeru, the Buddhist equivalent of the Indic Meru. Willetts, like the 
French scholars, appeared unable to make sense of the symbolism of the great 
naga balustrades crossing the moats of Angkor Thom.44 Are they a symbol of 
the Vishnu myth of the Churning of the Ocean superbly represented at Angkor 
Wat? And if so, then the gods and demons pulling the naga to churn the cosmic 
ocean should be facing the Bayon. But they are facing outwards from the Bayon, 
suggesting to the 13th century Chinese envoy to Angkor, Zhou Daguan, that it 
looks like the gods and demons are preventing the nagas from escaping. Willetts 
ingeniously extends Zhou’s comment that these deities look like ‘stone generals’ 
to refer to the statues of the Celestial Generals subordinated to the Tian Wang 
or Celestial Kings standing as guards at the entrances to Chinese temples, to 
speculate that these deities pulling the nagas may be more the lokapala guards 
of the ‘Four Quarters’ or dvarapala guards at entrances to Indian temples. Wil-

43 Quotations from Fergusson, A History of Indian and Eastern Architecture, vol.1, p. 368 and 
p. 307. The anthropologist A. M. Hocart, who was also Archaeological Commissioner for 
Sri Lanka, also saw ‘decadence’ and ‘decay’ in the architecture of South Indian temples in 
his ‘Decadence in India’, in E. E. Evans-Prichard & others (Eds.), Essays presented to C. G. 
Seliman (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner, 1934).

44 An earlier generation of EFEO scholars led by Paul Mus and Coedès struggled to make 
sense of this contradictory iconography of the Bayon. Today, a new generation of scholars 
are seeking to reconcile the architectural remains we gaze at with the complex and 
contradictory images we have of the Bayon from the texts, on which, see Joyce Clark (Ed.), 
Bayon: New perspectives (Bangkok: River Books, 2007).



An Angkor Roundabout

~ 24 ~

The Bayon, north side



Introduction

~ 25 ~

letts’ response to this contradictory symbolism of the Bayon is to point out: “We 
do not expect Vaishnavite imagery in a Buddhist context. But it is sustained 
tenaciously, obsessively, a spectacular example of the religious syncretism of 
the Khmers.”45

The challenge for Willetts and the entire generation of EFEO scholars seeking 
to make sense of the Bayon was their understanding of the Buddhism practised 
in Angkor. Willetts’ understanding of Buddhist art in India led him to follow 
the EFEO scholars, in particular, Coedès and Mus, that the dominant form of 
Buddhism practised at Angkor (and also India and island Southeast Asia) was a 
variation of the Mahāyāna, rather than the Hinayāna, a rather derogatory term 
the Mahāyāna groups applied to their predecessors. For Willetts, the Hinayāna, 
or Theravādins, as they referred to themselves, became significant from the 
early modern era, when their teachings on the enlightenment of the individual 
through meditation and moral discipline spread in mainland Southeast Asia. 
From this focus on the Mahāyāna, Willetts followed the colonial British archae-
ologists (in particular A. Cunningham [1814–1893] as the first Director-General 
of the Archaeological Survey of India) and other European scholars of Buddhism 
in looking at Mahāyāna assimilation and adaption of ancient Indic yoga practices 
and tantric rituals to achieve liberation of the soul as the corruption, rather than 
the transformation of the Mahāyāna into the esoteric schools of Vajrayāna from 
the third quarter, if not the middle of the first millennium ad.46

Within this understanding that Buddhism practised at Angkor in the time 
of Jayavarman VII was some form of the Mahāyāna, then the faces of the Bayon 
are a symbol of Avalokiteśvara samantamukha (All-seeing Lokeshvara) pro-

45 Willetts drew this conclusion from L. P. Briggs, ‘The syncretism of religions in Southeast 
Asia, especially in the Khmer Empire’, Journal of the American Oriental Society 51 (1951), 
pp. 232–247. Briggs, an American foreign service officer who served in Saigon between 
1914 and 1917, retired to write The Ancient Khmer empire, Transactions of the American 
Philosophical Society, New Series, 41/1 Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society, 
1951), which remains a benchmark synthesis of everything written (especially by the EFEO 
community) on Angkor (up to 1950). Willetts quotes Briggs at several points in his guide.

46 Willetts’ teaching of Buddhist art in the old University of Singapore art history classes 
effectively stopped with Ajanta, with a slight bow towards the later Pala Buddhist art. 
Willetts’ teaching focused on the Gupta aesthetic of both Hindu and Buddhist art.
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claimed in the Saddharma-pundarika (Lotus Sutra).47 But if it is Lokeshavara 
on the Bayon, then the absence of the Bodhisattva’s Amitāba Dhyāni-Buddha 
on his chignon has never been satisfactorily explained. Groslier thought that 
the faces of the Bayon were an architectural expression of the Great Miracle of 
Śrāvastī, when the Buddha multiplies images of himself up to heaven and in all 
directions. That the faces of the Bayon may not be Lokeshvara, or the Buddha, 
but some other non-Mahāyāna deity like the four-faced Brahmā, or five-faced 
Shiva, or four-faced Vairochana in his ādi-buddha form has also been inconclu-
sively discussed. Making sense of the form of the Bayon in relation to its ritual 
function and embedded iconographical meanings in its historical context will 
continue to challenge all of us who guide around Angkor.

Willetts’ exclusion of the Bayon in his roundabout of Angkor raised a fun-
damental issue of what to include, or exclude, in guiding the monuments of 
Angkor. Most other guides provide descriptions of most, if not all, the monu-
ments of an expanding Angkor Park, leaving the visitor to choose what to see in 
what period of time. Willetts’ guide, however, is very specific regarding what to 
see within a historical and stylistic sequence of Angkor architectural history. It 
would appear that the Bayon is about the terminus of that architectural history 
of Angkor, about which not much needs to be said.

Conclusion
An Angkor Roundabout is framed within the template established by the French 
Conservateurs d’Angkor on how to guide around Angkor, yet it is innovative 
in proposing visiting the monuments in historical sequence rather than the 
convenience of their geographical proximity. It also deviates from the increas-
ing formal style of describing the monuments in preferring a more informal, 
at times lyrical, style as, for example, about the visual impact of the statuary in 
his description of the dvarapala guardians on Preah Ko: “The guardian stands 
in an alert, soldierly pose, his beautifully muscled barrel chest proclaiming his 
role of protector of the shrine. The image is a fine example of a suitably stylised 

47 Paul Mus in ‘Le sourire d’Angkor; Art, foi et politique Bouddhiques sous Jayavarman 
VII’, Artibus Asiae 24/3-4 (1961), pp. 363–381, was still attempting to work out the issues 
for a Mahāyāna framing of the Bayon which he first proposed in 1936, and is being 
queried by Peter Sharrock, ‘The tantric roots of the Buddhist pantheon of Jayavarman 
VII’, in M. J. Klokke & V. Degroot (Eds.), Materializing Southeast Asia’s past (Singapore: 
National University of Singapore Press, 2013), pp. 41–55, among others, on which see the 
contributions to Bayon: New perspectives, edited by Joyce Clark (Bangkok: River Books, 
2007). See Sharrock's detailed elaboration on “The mystery of the face towers”, pp. 230–
281.
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naturalism ….” An Angkor Roundabout also follows the French Guides in focus-
ing exclusively on the monuments. As Conservateurs d’Angkor, they would 
focus their Guides on the monuments historique that they were responsible for 
clearing, shoring and, where funding was available, restoring and rebuilding. 
Issues of the symbolic function of these monuments historique were relevant 
only to help date the monuments and identify their features and make sense 
of what the Conservateurs and visitors were looking at.

Within this context, An Angkor Roundabout raises fundamental issues about 
guiding around Angkor. Guiding the visitor’s gaze, telling the visitor what to 
look at, is the basic function of any guide. But what is the visitor to look at? 
Angkor Roundabout, like all the other guidebooks, guides the visitor’s gaze to 
the architectural forms and features of the monuments as representative of 
the aesthetic standards and technical abilities of the different eras of Angkor’s 
history. But what is the visitor to ‘see’ in Angkor Wat? A tomb or mausoleum 
of the historical Suryavarman II (as Willetts informs us)? Or, is Angkor Wat 
a temple to Vishnu, which is also a tomb for Suryavarman (as Coedès argues, 
and most of the Conservateurs agree with in their guides)? Or, is Angkor Wat 
a royal temple, where it is not the dead Suryavarman II who is commemorated 
but a resurrected Suryavarman II incarnated as Vishnu who is worshipped? How 
to better reflect on our gaze of Angkor as we re-examine the textual and other 
evidence for Angkor Wat, and revise our image of it?

As Conservateurs who are architects, Maurice Glaize and his predecessors 
focused their guides on the architectural forms and features of the monuments 
they were tasked to preserve, and less on what happened inside those building 
before they became monuments historique. The issue is not only about the func-
tion of these monuments, but how these functions were performed.

The sanctum sanctorum of the Indian and Angkor temples were confined 
spaces sufficient only for the priest to circumambulate the central icon. In 
contrast, the gopura on the approach to the sanctum sanctorum are towering. 
James Fergusson thought this arrangement of the 13th to 17th century temples 
at Tamil Nadu odd, commenting that the sequencing of functions should have 
been reversed, with more space for the functions of the sanctum sanctorum, 
and less to its ceremonial doorway. The same can be commented for Angkor.48 

48 See Bruno Dagens on the differences between the gopura in Indian and Khmer temples, 
‘Le temple indien en Asie du Sud-Est: Archéologie d’une forme’, in his Traités, temples et 
images du monde indiene; études d’histoire et d’archéologie (Pondicherry: Institut Française 
de Pondichéry / Paris: Presses Sorbonne Nouvelle, 2005), pp. 205–220.
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It is difficult to imagine anyone other than the high priest ascending the steep 
stairway to the sanctum sanctorum to circumambulate the pratimā of Suryavar-
man II. Can we infer that unlike the pilgrim temple of Srirangam where all could 
enter, at Angkor Wat, the subjects of Suryavarman II were probably not admit-
ted to circumambulate even the lower gallery to be inspired by its bas-reliefs of 
Suryavarman as a great warrior?49 Discussions of such issues are, however, not 
within the current paradigm of guiding around Angkor.

Another issue not raised within the current paradigm of guiding around 
Angkor is the immediate environs of the monuments. Angkor Roundabout, like 
all other guides, notes that East Mebon, like Lolei, is situated in the middle of 
dried up barays. But the visual impact of these dried up barays is absent today 
except, perhaps, at West Mebon in the middle of the West Baray. Consequently, 
this issue of the significance of these reservoirs and the water they contained 
for our understanding of what Angkor is about is also absent in our current 
guiding around Angkor. Willetts would have been familiar with this hydrau-
lic paradigm of Angkor from Bernard P. Groslier, whom he met on his visits 
to Angkor and invited to speak at the University of Singapore Art Museum. 
Groslier was arguing that “Angkor is primarily an immense system of hydraulic 
works; main supply channels, dikes, reservoirs, field runnels, all designed to 
store up fresh water, collect rainwater, and redistribute it all to the meticulously 
planned network of rice-fields below”.50 Why is the visitor’s gaze of Angkor not 
drawn to these civil engineering works? Was it because they are not visible and 
impressive as the monuments?

Ultimately, these guides to Parc archaéologique d’Angkor, including An 
Angkor Roundabout, were part of, and contributed to, a larger French mission 
civilisatrice to claim and revive a ‘dead civilisation’ from its natives who have 
forgotten their patrimonie, and France will now save for the greater benefit of 

49 This then raises the issue of the function of these galleries, if they were not for 
circumambulation. Were they for the display of statues of Vishnu, like statues of the 
Buddha are displayed in the galleries of some of the wats in Cambodia, Thailand and Laos 
today? The discovery of 274 Buddhist statues during 2001 excavations at Banteay Kdei 
by the Sophia University Angkor International Mission suggests that these statues, now 
displayed at the Preah Norodom Sihanouk-Angkor Museum at Siem Reap, may have once 
stood in the galleries of Banteay Kdei before they were carefully, perhaps almost reverently, 
buried for reasons still not clear. See Yoshiaki Ishizawa, Preah Norodom Sihanouk-Angkor 
Museum: Angkor Buddhist Treasures from Banteay Kdei (Tokyo: NHK Publishing, 2007).

50 Groslier, Indochina; Archaeologia mundi series (Geneva: Nagel Publishers, 1966), p. 74. 
Groslier’s major statement on this issue is ‘La cite hydraulic Angkorienne: exploitation ou 
surexploitation du sol’, Bulletin de l’École française d’Extrême-Orient 66 (1979), pp. 161–
202.
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humanity.51 Archaeology was co-opted into this colonial mission of recalling the 
social memories of its colony and re-creating its identity.52 The various guides 
to Parc d’Angkor were arguably the outreach programme of this archaeologising 
of Angkor, the culmination of which was the construction of a scaled model of 
Angkor Wat at the 1931 Exposition Coloniale International de Paris. That era of 
capitalising on Angkor in the construction of a colony, and after 1945, a nation, 
came to an end in 1975, when Angkor was taken over by the Khmer Rouge and 
then occupied by Vietnam for the next fifteen years.

In 1993, a new era in the conservation of Angkor started with UNESCO 
declaring Angkor part of the ‘patrimonie mondial’ or patrimony of the world. 
Today, a new set of issues confronts Cambodians about the conservation of 
Angkor as part of a patrimony of the world. Can the old paradigm of guiding 
around a series of monuments historique still hold, or do we need to move to 
a new paradigm of sustainable heritage tourism that negotiates between the 
interplay of global, regional, national and local actors in Angkor?53

51 Penny Edwards, Cambodge; The Cultivation of a Nation, 1860–1945 (Honolulu: University 
of Hawai’i Press, 2007) and Panivong Norindr, Phantasmatic Indochina: French Colonial 
Ideology in Architecture, Film, and Literature (Durham: Duke University Press, 1996) on 
the centrality of a contested Angkorean landscape in the construction of a Cambodian 
colony and its transformation into a nation.

52 Hugh Tertrais (Ed.), Angkor VIIe- XXI esiècle: Mémoire et identité khmères (Paris: Editions 
Autrement, 2008) on the co-option of archaeology to the construction of Khmer social 
memories and identity.

53 Brigetta Hauser-Schäublin (Ed.), World Heritage Angkor and beyond: Circumstances and 
implications of UNESCO listings in Cambodia (Göttingen: Universitätsverlag Gõttingen, 
2011). The dilemmas of managing global, national and local demands at UNESCO 
World Heritage Sites extends to all other sites UNESCO has conferred World Heritage 
status, on which see, V. T. King (Ed.), UNESCO in Southeast Asia: World Heritage Sites 
in comparative perspectives, Nordic Institute of Asian Studies in Asian Topics, no. 55 
(Copenhagen: MIAS Press, 2016), see the contribution of Keiko Miura on ‘From heritage 
conservation to sustainable development at Angkor: What to develop and how to sustain 
it?’ at pp. 221–236.
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Notes to Readers

The Angkor Roundabout manuscript came into our hands in draft form only. 
And, while our goal is to keep Willetts’ text intact and to preserve his style and 
sensibility, we have made some minor changes in spelling and word usage for 
clarity. They are:

 • No diacritical marks are used for Sanskrit words except in the 
scholarly Introduction, we use Shiva and Vishnu, not Śiva and Vįşnu 
to enable easier reading of this guide when standing in front of a 
temple as Willetts intended.

 • Wade Giles spellings have been retained in the text for place names 
such as Pagan and Chenla and personal names such as Chou 
Ta-Kuan.

 • The text intermixes French and English spellings and words. We 
have left these as is since the French words are commonly used in the 
English language. Accents on French words are retained.

 • Other words, such as ‘cosmopolitanism’ are uniquely Willetts’ 
creations and we have left them as is.

 • There is no consensus on the exact dates of the reigns of the Khmer 
kings; even those of epigraphists differ. Thus, we have used those in 
the original text.

 • Centuries and distances are in figures. Other numbers are in words.

 • The abbreviations bc (before Christ) and ad (anno domini; in the 
year of the Lord) are used in this text.

 • Note that designations and measurements of enclosing walls of the 
temples are opposite in the text and the plans. The French usually 
count the enclosures starting at the interior; the plans that we have 
added start at the outer enclosure.



~ 33 ~

 • We have left Willetts’ suggestions and recommendations on eateries, 
accommodation, transportation and shopping to give the reader a 
sense of how visiting Angkor was in the 1960s and early 1970s.

 • Willetts uses ‘Hinayana Buddhism’ throughout the text, which is a 
term coined by Mahayanists to describe their opponents. The term 
encompasses many schools of Buddhism. The only one that survives 
today is Theravada which is the dominant Buddhist tradition in 
Southeast Asia today.

– Dawn F. Rooney
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Day One
Morning: Bakong (881); Preah Ko (879)
Afternoon: Bakheng (ca. 900)

Day Two
Morning: Prasat Kravan (921); East Mebon (952); or Pre Rup (961)
Afternoon: Free

Day Three
Morning: Banteay Srei (967)
Afternoon: Phimeanakas (ca. 1000); Baphuon (ca. 1060)

Day Four
Morning: Angkor Wat (ca. 1113–1150)
Afternoon: Angkor Wat; or Free

Day Five
Morning: Bayon (ca. 1190–1210); Angkor Thom (ca. 1190–1210)
Afternoon: Preah Khan (1191); Neak Pean (ca. 1190–1210);
   Ta Som (ca. 1190–1210); Sra Srang (ca. 1190–1210);
   Ta Prohm (1186)

Chapter 1

Itinerary and Schedule for
a Five-Day Visit
– William Willetts‡ –
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Should you have a sixth day to spare for sightseeing, you may choose to visit 
some of the unscheduled monuments listed separately, or to revisit those you 
have already seen, and may have found particularly interesting or attractive.

If you have only four days at your disposal, I would suggest you include Prasat 
Kravan in the afternoon of Day One, then begin Day Two as for Day Three, i.e. 
with the visit to Banteay Srei, but taking in either Pre Rup or East Mebon before 
returning to Siem Reap for lunch; proceed thereafter as scheduled. Whatever 
you do, the important thing is to see Banteay Srei during the morning hours.

Two afternoons of the five-day itinerary, those of Days Two and Four, are 
optionally free. You could well use them by visiting some of the monuments not 
scheduled on this itinerary (list on pp. 133–137). For example, the afternoon of 
Day Two might be spent in an enjoyable excursion to the Great Lake (Tonle Sap) 
and Phnom Krom (ca. 900), and the afternoon of Day Four in visiting Banteay 
Samre (ca. 1125–1150), with a charming village on the way. May I offer one more 
suggestion concerning what little spare time you may now have to dispose of?

The monuments of Jayavarman VII, the last great Khmer ruler, (r. 1181 – ca. 
1219) have had to be crowded into the fifth day of our schedule. They are of an 
eclectic character appreciably different from those of earlier date: two of them, 
Preah Khan and Ta Prohm, are in their present state54 not so much examples of 
Khmer art and architecture, as of Nature’s all-consuming battle with Man. In 
their romantic desolation they illustrate a moral theme. And if we today find the 
idea of tottering beams and broken columns less compulsively attractive than 
did the poets of the Romantic Revival, or fin de siecle enthusiasts like Pierre Loti, 
still we may be grateful to the French archaeologists who have left these strange 
precincts largely as they found them, held in the vice-grip of the forest trees. 
Their mysterious glades are places to linger in, longer perhaps, than the single 
day our present schedule allows. The afternoons of Days Two, Four and Five, 
and of course the whole of Day Six, if you have one, might thus be devoted to 
exploring the ruins in the green and golden Cambodian jungle.

54 Both monuments have since been partially restored, Preah Khan with the support of the 
World Monuments Fund and Ta Prohm by the Archaeological Survey of India.
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Siem Reap represents the residue of local Khmer culture, after the royal house 
abandoned it in the 15th century, mated to the French way of life such as can 
be seen, felt, tested, and smelt in any number of anonymous provincial French 
towns of today, and to a Southeast Asian cosmopolitanism largely introduced 
while Cambodia was still a French protectorate. The flavour is intriguing. There 
are, for example, no fewer than four cuisines – local Cambodian, Vietnamese, 
French, and south Chinese – all of them excellent. Haute cuisine at the two 
first-class hotels, the Grand and the Auberge des Temples,55 is French; but at the 
Hotel-Restaurant La Paix, in town, Cambodian, Vietnamese or French food can 
be ordered at will. A typical French repas, at 33 riel or about 50 US cents might 
comprise let us say consommé a l’oeuf poche, poisson au beurre (fresh from the 
Great Lake), poulet aux petits pois, and local fruits. A diner a la Cambodienne 
might include soupe aux chou farci, poisson au lait de coco, nouilles aux hachis 
assortis, poulet sur le grille, and fruits du pays. One or two really good Chinese 
restaurants are located round the marketplace. French vin ordinaire is cheap and 
good, Chinese and Saigon bottled beer tolerable. Eating and drinking at Siem 
Reap one way or another, should be one of the highlights of your stay there.

On Saturday evenings, and on other nights by announcement at the hotels, 
the Royal Cambodian Ballet gives starlight performances on a stage improvised 
in front of the huge massif of Angkor Wat. The themes are slight – episodes, 
perhaps, from the Ramayana, or legendary romances of the old Khmer court. 
The dancing is grave and liturgical, the movements elegant, decisive and swift; 
between movements the body is held stationary in poses that demand an exqui-
site sense of balance on the part of the artiste.

The girls who dance these numbers seem to be of any age from about ten to 
sixteen. They are very petite, very charming, very graceful, and very remote. A 

55 The Auberge des Temples c. 1910, in front of Angkor Wat, was destroyed by the Khmer 
Rouge in the mid-1970s. The Grand Hotel d’Angkor, opened in 1932, survived the Khmer 
Rouge and the Vietnamese occupation of Cambodia to reopen in 1992, when the United 
Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia (UNTAC) moved into Siem Reap. The editor, 
Kwa Chong Guan, stayed in the hotel in late 1992, when UNTAC staff were still residing in 
the hotel. Dawn Rooney stayed at the Auberge des Temples in February 1970.

Chapter 2

For Your Better Enjoyment
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smile, that of the faces on the Bayon, plays perpetually around their lips; some-
times it pulses deeper into their dimpled cheeks, and then you feel they may be 
on the verge of bursting into uncontrollable mirth.

Like the apsaras on the walls behind them, they wear long stupa-like head 
dresses, while those representing young men sport fish-like epaulettes. Mostly 
they are silent, and, with their smiling, nodding heads, seem to be under an 
enchanter’s spell, as though the entire corps de ballet were dreaming a collective 
dream – and perhaps this is as near as ever they come to acting out their essential 
life-situation as Hinayana Buddhists, shackled to the wheel of birth and rebirth, 
not so unpleasant a bondage, it may be, in the day-to-day predictable life of a 
Cambodian peasant. Sometimes they open their mouths and scream, almost 
silently, in chorus, as when perhaps a lover surprises his beloved while walking 
in a flower garden. At one delicious moment they toss pink roses from baskets 
into the midst of an enraptured audience.

You must try not to miss the Royal Cambodian Ballet. The cost is 200 riel, 
including transportation to and from your hotel. Incidentally, if you really cannot 
bear to be without a photographic record of the performance, please don’t block 
the view of others by standing up or moving around, as some do; try not to use 
flash; and get the job done as quickly as possible.

For touring the monuments there is no better way than by motorised trishaw. 
The cost per day should be well under 200 riel, let us say, 180, or US $3. Having 
hired your man, he is yours for the day. You may request him to drive to any part 
of the site, however distant, provided his trishaw can get you there. You can, in 
fact, keep him and his machine on the go from sunrise to sunset. You obviously 
will not do so, because if he is a good man you will want to hire him again the 
next day, and he will certainly fail to turn up if he suspects you are going to work 
him to death. You must, in other words, build up an equable relationship with 
your trishaw driver. Get his number, learn his name, give him explicit instruc-
tions as to where and when to meet, morning and afternoon, and try to use his 
services as economically as possible. If two persons intend to share a trishaw, 
the hire charge will go up over 200 riel.

~~~

There is no night life in Siem Reap. By about ten pm the harshly-lit streets are 
silent except for the passing of an occasional car or the swish of bicycle tyres, and 
your waiter will be making it obvious that service is about to close. The repeti-
tive, sentimental phrases of the little French-type boleros, endlessly repeated on 
the hotel record-player or on somebody’s radio, have a hypnotic effect, and you, 
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too, will probably feel ready for bed. For these evening sessions on the terrasse, 
be sure to have some insect repellent with you. If you are not sure of getting to 
sleep straight away, bring a novel or two with you, for there is nothing to buy 
to read in Siem Reap.

You can, however, shop in the morning market in the market square, and 
in the boutiques that sell curios and craft-products in the streets surrounding 
the square and along the riverside. Cambodian patterned silk sampots, made in 
Kompong Cham by the laborious ikat technique in which the threads are dyed 
in bunches before the cloth is woven, are a good buy at around 350 riel. They 
can be used as wall-hangings, or with some ingenuity made up into afternoon 
dresses. Rubbings of the bas-reliefs are popular with tourists, but it must be 
said that these are nowadays never taken directly from the originals, but off 
privately-owned wooden replicas of the originals; or, sometimes, off concocted 
wooden moulds featuring some made-up, bogus design. You will need to be 
very careful when buying these.

Other objects offered for sale include small glazed stoneware potiches dug up 
out of the ground, mostly made at the Sawankhalok kilns in Thailand, perfectly 
genuine, and several hundred years old; modern miniature effigies of typical 
Angkor motifs, of which the four-faced Avalokiteshvara is a favourite; and 
a variety of birds in cages, wood musical instruments, kris-like daggers, and 
so forth, hawked around by small boys at some of the monuments, especially 
Preah Khan and Ta Som. If you buy a kris, make sure you can import it into the 
country of your destination.

There is no museum at Siem Reap56 other than the so-called Depot des 
Sculptures, to visit which you will need an authorisation from the French con-
servateur of the monuments, presently Monsieur Bernard Groslier; it is really 
only of interest to specialists. One monument, Banteay Kdei, is strictly out of 
bounds for all visitors. It contains a herd of wild deer which has already been 
responsible for loss of human life, and until they are evicted, no unauthorised 
person will be allowed to enter the temple precinct.57

56 There are in 2017 two museums: The Angkor National Museum (opened in 2007), which 
contains some of the artefacts from the old ‘Depot des Sculptures’, and the Preah Norodom 
Sihanouk-Angkor Museum (opened in 2008), with its major exhibit being a cache of 274 
Buddhist statues excavated by a Japanese team in 2000–2001 from Banteay Kdei.

57 Banteay Kdei is open to visitors and under repairs and restoration.
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There were in the Khmer line twenty-seven kings mentioned in inscriptions down 
to the year 1353, of whom I have listed twenty-two only, together with their regnal 
dates, as having been outstanding for their building achievements or for some other 
sufficient reasons (see p. 138). I have added the names of their personal ‘temple-
mountains’ if these can be established, of other important monuments executed 
during their reigns, and the kinship of each to his predecessor on the throne.

The historical origins of the Khmer Empire, as well as its ethnic, social and 
religious roots, are supplied by the earlier Cambodian kingdoms of Funan (6th 
century) and Chenla (7th century), these names being roughly contemporary 
Chinese transcriptions. ‘Funan’, for example, appears to be derived from old 
Cambodian bnam, modern phnom, ‘mountain’, the central point in the socio-
religious framework, and physically the centre of the royal city, or the city itself, 
as witnessed by the name of the present Cambodian capital, Phnom Penh.

The cultures of Funan and Chenla had been sired by India; and although this 
was equally true of all the other kingdoms of Southeast Asia, the point needs 
emphasising in the present context – quite literally sired, if we were to believe 
legendary accounts of their dynastic origins. The monuments we shall see at 
Angkor in the next few days would never have come into being had not India 
fecundated the placental mother-culture of Cambodia in a manner we must 
now examine. There would have been no Angkor, as indeed there would have 
been no Borobudur, no Anuradhapura, no Pagan, no historical monument to 
defy the passage of time in the whole of Southeast Asia.

The kings of Funan and Chenla were Buddhist, Shaivite and Vaishnavite in 
turn. At least one of them, Ishanavarman I (ca. 615–635) had been a worshipper 
of the syncretic icons of Vishnu and Shiva called Harihara, so setting a precedent 
for the religious syncretism so smoothly achieved in Khmer religious practice. 
We should perhaps emphasise this point at the very start. The Khmers were 
in no sense rigid sectarians. They tolerated all cults of Indian origin, so that 
instances of religious persecution or iconoclasm are practically unknown in 
their history. Shiva was the Being with whom they most often identified their 
dynastic fortunes, but this seems to have been due rather to the powerful hand of 
precedence than to any deep conviction as to his superiority as an aspect of God.

Chapter 3

The Angkor Setting
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State worship of Shiva in the form of a lingam was already in existence in 
Funan by the 6th century ad. In Champa, modern middle Vietnam, the ruler 
Dhadravarman had as early as the 4th century been assimilated into the lingam, 
that is, equated with Shiva himself, under the composite name Bhadreswara, 
that is, Bhadravarman plus Mahesvara, the ‘Great Lord’, Shiva. This cult, that 
of the devaraja, in Khmer kamrateng jagat ta raja or ‘Lord of the Universe who 
is Royalty’, reached Cambodia at the beginning of the Khmer period, and was 
to become the fundamental religious tenet of its aristocracy, the pinnacle of the 
state religion.

In 802, the first Khmer ruler, Jayavarman II (r. 802–850), united the con-
tending kingdoms into which Chenla had fallen during most of the 8th century, 
and at the same time freed the country from damaging military raids and naval 
expeditions from time to time directed against it by the Sailendra kings of central 
Java. Jayavarman II, whose family may have fled from Cambodia to Java during 
the unsettled 8th century, had himself been educated at the Sailendra court, and 
must have been impressed by the sophistication of its Indianised culture, which 
he was determined to transplant into his newly-won kingdom.

The choice of a capital occupied him much. With a sort of nervous sally, like 
a bird, he alighted thrice; once at a place near Kompong Cham which he called 
Indrapura; again at Hariharalaya, ‘Seat of Harihara’, a site near the modern vil-
lage of Roluos some 13 kilometres east of Siem Reap; again at Amarendrapura, 
somewhere near the West Baray of Angkor, with its centre perhaps marked by 
the tiny ruined temple today called Ak Yom. Finally he settled on Phnom Kulen, 
a range of hills some 40 kilometres north of Angkor. Here he built the royal city 
called Mahendraparvata, and in 802, probably at the temple now known as Rong 
Chen, underwent a ceremony which at once secured Cambodia’s independence 
of Sailendra rule, established the Khmer dynasty with himself as its first Univer-
sal Ruler or chakravartin, and deified himself through identification with Shiva 
in the form of a lingam. A lingam, that is to say, was installed and consecrated as 
the royal lingam in the sanctum sanctorum of the central temple in the capital, 
the ceremony of its consecration being conducted on this occasion by a Brahmin 
priest called Hiranyadama. As the lingam received its sacred name (preah nama) 
it also received a form (rupa), and became the immortal body not only of Shiva, 
but of the first ‘royal god’ of the Khmer line, the first devaraja.

It should have gone under the composite name Jayeswara; but in fact no 
inscription exists in which this name appears, and the first royal lingam named 
in an inscription is that of Jayavarman II’s second successor Indravarman I (r. 
877–889). It was installed as Indresvara in the temple built to receive it, Bakong, 
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within the precincts of Jayavarman II’s third capital, Hariharalaya. Having cre-
ated himself ‘royal god’, and with the confidence this consummation inspired, 
Jayavarman II evidently felt a need to return to the fertile plain at the head of 
the Great Lake for his last few years of rule. He went back to Hariharalaya and 
so founded the tradition that was to last almost unbroken for five centuries. 
Angkor, or some part of it, was thenceforward to be the seat of Khmer rule, its 
status being indicated by its name Angkor, from the Sanskrit nagara, the city. 
Jayavarman II brought the royal lingam along with him, but where he installed 
it we do not know. Perhaps at a ruined temple called Trapeang Phong, about 3 
kilometres southwest of Bakong, where has been found an image of Harihara, 
after whom the city received its name.

~~~

The Khmer concept of a ‘royal god’ is not, it seems to me, an easy one to grasp. 
There is some ambiguity in the very word devaraja, which literally means ‘King 
of Gods’, and is a common epithet for Shiva. Thus it would be true to say that 
the king became the devaraja by the act of consecrating the royal lingam, and 
true to say that he thus also became a ‘royal god’ or ‘god-king’. But ‘god-king’ is 
not a proper translation of devaraja, though it is that adopted by Coedès and 
most other writers on Angkor. If we refer to later Khmer kings, who identified 
themselves with Vishnu or Buddha, as ‘Vishnuraja’ or ‘Buddharaja’, as is often 
proposed, then ‘Devarajaraja’ would be the proper equivalent for a king deified 
into Shiva. So, at least, it seems to me. I reluctantly employ the term ‘royal king’, 
in preference to ‘god-king’, as being perhaps closer to the Khmer phrase kam-
rateng jagat ta raja, ‘the Lord of the Universe who is Royal’ but do not intend it 
as a translation of devaraja.

Nor is it certain whether the king was actually worshipped during his lifetime 
in rites centred on the royal lingam; or if so, by whom. There is general agree-
ment that the hoi polloi, ordinary citizens, played no part. As far as can be told, 
the religion of the common people was that of their forefathers, and that of all 
the peoples of Southeast Asia who had come under Indian influence in the first 
few centuries of the Christian era, namely Hinayana Buddhism. This creed had 
spread from south India to Ceylon, to lower Burma, to the plain of the Maenam 
Chao Phraya in lower Thailand, to peninsular Thailand, and to Indonesia 
from Sumatra in the west to south Borneo and the Celebes to the east, as well 
as to south Cambodia and Vietnam, partly through commercial contacts with 
Indian merchants and traders, partly through the enthusiasm of proselytising 
Hinayana Buddhist priests. The dour doctrine of the Hinayana, ‘Lesser Vehicle’, 
was presented to the peasants and fisherfolks of Southeast Asia in such a way 
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as to make it overwhelmingly attractive to them. They have never backslidden 
during 2,000 years; a case, apparently, of almost perfect religious adaptation. 
The region is still very largely Buddhist, the Buddhism of the ‘Lesser Vehicle’.

Indianisation of the local aristocracies proceeded in a somewhat different 
manner. They had little contact with émigré Indians of the trading class, the 
channel through which Buddhism was flowing into the paddy fields of several 
countries. What fascinated them were the manners and modes of the Indian 
courts, which they were beginning to hear about, and of which the Gupta bore 
the highest international reputation; it was stable, rich, omnipotent. It attracted 
the best minds of the day, whether in mathematics, music, astronomy, philoso-
phy, grammar, poetry, drama, statecraft, or the fine arts. And it provided the 
model on which the petty states of Southeast Asia sought to build.

In regulating the affairs of the Indian princely courts, Brahmins played a 
leading role. A social elite, they were also helmsmen who steered the destiny of 
the ruler into the haven of the protection of a Brahmanical god; used their magic, 
that is, to secure a specially favourable relationship between the court whose 
affairs they administered and the god to whom they offered worship in their 
role as priests. They were highly literate, secular in outlook as well as religious; 
and, by virtue of the exclusiveness of their birth, their aristocracy of intellect, 
the frugality of their lives, and above all perhaps the hauteur of their demean-
our, they must have appeared somewhat more than mortal in the eyes of the 
untutored local aristocrats they condescended towards, as little lower than gods.

Quasi-deification of the Brahmin caste is exemplified in legendary stories 
of the origin of the first Cambodian kingdom. The Chinese version tells how a 
man called Hun-t’ien was directed by his genie to put out to sea in a great ship. 
The genie drove the ship towards the shores of Funan, then ruled by the princess 
Liu Ye, ‘Willow-Leaf ’. After something like a naval battle, Liu-yeh capitulated, 
Hun-t’ien married her, and together they proceeded to found the Hun, or First 
Kaundinya dynasty of Funan. ‘Hun-t’ien’ is thought to be a Chinese transcription 
of ‘Kaundinya’, in which case the legend is simply a variant of the Indian story 
of the marriage between Kaundinya, a famous Brahmin, and Soma, daughter of 
the King of the Nagas, this nagaraja being the founder of the legendary Lunar 
line of kings. The Pallavas of south India had adopted this genealogy to explain 
their dynastic origins, for the first Pallava ruler of Kanchipuram was supposed 
to be the son of a Chola king and a naga princess. In one form or another, the 
legend reached Cambodia, where it was adopted by the Funan kings to explain 
their dynastic origins; and a legendary first King Kaundinya came into being. 
At the end of the 5th century an Indian Brahmin who had evidently sojourned 
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some time in P’an-p’an, that is the locality of Chaiya and Vieng Sra in peninsular 
Thailand, set himself up as King of Funan and took the name Kaundinya, so 
implicitly claiming kinship with the kingdom’s founder.

It may be that in adopting this particular genealogy, the Funan rulers sought 
hereditary roots in common with the early Cholas or Pallavas of south India 
– whence, no doubt, came the bulk of their political advisors. The Chenla 
and Khmer rulers in their turn equally claimed some sort of descent from the 
historical Kaundinya, and through him from the shadowy first founder of the 
dynasty and his nagini princess. According to the Khmer version, Kambu, the 
mythical ancestor of the Kambujas or Cambodians – that is the Khmer – had a 
descendant called Preah Thong. He was the son of a king of India. Exiled from 
home, the prince came to Cambodia and married a beautiful nagini, and between 
him and his new father-in-law wrested the kingdom from the invading Chams 
and established the Khmer power. All these legends therefore tend in the same 
direction – that the original mother of the royal clan was a semi-divine being, 
a naga’s daughter, and the father a Brahmin of Indian origin.

~~~

In historical fact it is certain that a steady stream of gifted Brahmins crossed 
the Bay of Bengal to render service in the royal courts of Southeast Asia. Spe-
cifically, they came from south India; so Shivasoma, chief Brahmin advisor to 
Indravarman I, was said to have learnt the sastras from Bhagavat Samkara, who 
according to Coedès was none other than Sankaracharya, the great Brahmanical 
reformer of the South. Even as late as 1670 or thereabouts, the ruler of Ayuthia 
was importing Indian Brahmin advisors from India; one case on record is of a 
family coming from Ramanathaswamy, the great temple opposite Ceylon, sup-
posed to have been founded by Rama himself.

They became rajagurus, took over the handling of every department of state 
affairs, instituted the calendar, interpreted portents, named auspicious days, 
introduced the Indian Shaka era that begins in 78 ad, and composed and cut 
inscriptions in Sanskrit, written in an alphabet identical with the early Pallava 
copperplate grantha of south India. They married into the royal family, thereby 
securing an unassailable place in the fabric of Khmer society. They were the royal 
chaplains, hotar, or chief priests, purohita, whose supreme act of statecraft was 
to consecrate the royal lingam. Their genealogical trees are sometimes recorded 
in minute detail, as though more important, even, than those of the royal family.

In parts of the region they are still entrenched today, notwithstanding that 
national and state religions have long since been either Hinayana Buddhism or 
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Islam. In Bangkok, and in Nakorn Si Thammarat in peninsular Thailand, live 
hereditary Brahmin families who supply a corpus of priests, including the Phra 
Maharaja Gru, the chief Shaivite ministrant to the Thai sovereign, to perform 
leading parts in court rituals such as the coronation and anointing ceremonies, 
and the former Swing Ceremony. In Cambodia similar services are conducted by 
hereditary Brahmins called Bako, who also guard the Sacred Sword. In Malaysia, 
the Pawangraja attached to the Perak Royal House, though today a Muslim, 
imitates in his ceremonial role the Brahmin priest who originally whispered 
instructions to the Raja, now Sultan, at the time of his installation.

~~~

The royal lingam, as has been said, was installed in a temple at the centre of 
the royal capital. The form this temple took, that of a stepped pyramid, was 
based on the Hindu conception of the home of the gods, Mount Meru, which 
had five tiers corresponding to different orders of gods; the lingam was lodged 
in a shrine standing on its summit. A ruler might in the course of his life build 
more than one such monument; but only one could receive the Palladium of 
State, the consecrated royal lingam, the ‘essential 1’ of the ruler in the order in 
the formula of the inscriptions.

In Hindu cosmology, Mahameru lies at the centre of Jambudvipa, the islanded 
world continent, beyond which are seven concentric oceans separated by six 
concentric rings of land. The outermost ocean is bounded by a wall. The Khmer 
microcosm renders this system somewhat loosely. The temple-pyramid (Mount 
Meru) stands on an island (Jambudvipa) surrounded by a moat (the Great Ocean); 
the island in practice takes the form of a series of concentric enclosures, and it is 
separated from the moat by a surrounding wall. There is no wall on the far side of 
the moat to represent the retaining wall of rock that bounds the Hindu Universe, 
the Ultima Thule beyond the last of the seven oceans. We must be content with 
what we have; the wall inside the moat must serve.

The dynamics of the devaraja concept, and of Mount Meru (in Khmer, vnam 
kantal, ‘Central Mount’), are well known by inscriptions dating from the time 
of Indravarman I, brilliantly interpreted by George Coedès in his little book 
Angkor: An Introduction. Indravarman I first builds, at Hariharalaya, a monu-
ment dedicated to its founder Jayavarman II, perhaps his own uncle; to Jayavar-
man II’s wife; to his own father and mother; and to his maternal grandfather 
and grandmother: for these six personages he in 879 erects the six shrines of 
Preah Ko. Images of Shiva and his consort Uma, therein installed, are simultane-
ously images of these six pre-eminent kinsmen. Three years later he builds his 
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own Mount Meru, Bakong, in which he installs the royal lingam. Bakong then 
becomes his tomb, or rather his ‘temple-body’. His physical cadaver is commit-
ted to a stone sarcophagus, buried in all probability beneath the royal lingam in 
the central shrine; but his immanent self lives on in perpetuity, so long at least 
as the ‘royal god’ within the lingam is given its proper care.

At the ancestral capital, his son, Yashovarman I (r. 889–910) builds Lolei, 
his own tribute to the royal dead, his kith and kin, so that in these shrines they 
might by identification with the dead share his eternal life, and command eter-
nal vigilance on their behalf. He thus perpetuates his father Indravarman I, his 
mother, his maternal grandfather and grandmother. He then leaves Hariharalaya 
and his deified family to its Brahmin ministrants, and, as though under a sort of 
compulsion, shifts himself to another part of the district, seeking a site for a new 
capital and a Mount Meru of his own, as a bird seeks some lone place to build 
its nest. Although the capitals of later Khmer rulers often partly or completely 
overlapped those of their predecessors, it was impossible to recreate afresh the 
vast systems of water conservation on which the existence of the city depended. 
The need to build a new Mount Meru, a new ‘temple-body’, remained impera-
tive. Not all of them managed it, and the consequences, for them, must have 
been terrible indeed.

Without such magical operations the security of the dynasty could have 
been imperilled and its continuity broken. The continuing principle, running 
from one royal lingam to the next, was the dharma – a word Coedès translates 
as ‘establishment of an authority’ but which also seems equivalent to the Taoist 
te, ‘power’ or ‘virtue’. The injunction to posterity is to preserve the dharma at all 
costs to keep this lamp burning, usually conveyed in the last line of the dedica-
tory inscription erected at the shrine. Coedès comments: “The words somehow 
have a tone of vehement supplication, almost tragic, or indicate how seriously 
they were concerned with their after-death.” “Guard this dharma which for me 
is like a bridge,” begs King Yashovarman I, recommending to his successors 
the maintenance of Lolei. In other words, dharma is the bridge connecting the 
ruler with his deceased ancestors and with his future own descendants both 
present and future.

One way or another, the pattern having been laid down was maintained by 
all later Khmer rulers, and, as Coedès observes, is perpetuated in symbolic form 
even today. He points out that the gold image of Buddha in the Wat Preah Keo 
at Phnom Penh, being made of the melted-down gold jewellery of the deceased 
King Norodom, and being exactly his size, is in effect a genuine kamrateng jagat 
ta raja, the virtue of the king having passed permanently into the divine form, 
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preah rupa, both King and Buddha, and the temple having become the royal 
sarcophagus, in a symbolic sense at least.

Royal deification may have existed in embryo in India. At Mahabalipuram on 
the Coromandel coast is a complex of three shrines collectively called the Shore 
Temple. Two are Shaivite. According to an inscription at the site, one bears the 
name Kshatriyasimha-pallavesvara, that is, ‘the Pallava Kshatriyasimha (King 
Narasimhavarman II) who is merged with Mahesvara (i.e. Shiva)’, and who ruled 
from about 690 to 715. The second shrine is named Rajasimha-pallaveswara, 
‘the Pallava Rajasimha who is merged with Mahesvara’ – Rajasimha being this 
same Narasimhavarman II, a man with the megalomaniacal streak we seem to 
sense so often in the Khmer royal clan.

We have seen that the cult existed in Champa as early as the 4th century, and 
it undoubtedly existed in some form in Indonesia when Jayavarman II was at 
the Sailendra court. The likelihood is that he brought the seminal idea from 
Indonesia to Cambodia, where the Khmers gave it a unique application, and 
prompted by it, built some of the most remarkable monuments known to man.

~~~

Turning briefly to the political history of the Khmers, the first break in dynastic 
continuity comes during the reign of Yashovarman’s son, Harshavarman I (r. 
910–925). Towards the end of his reign his paternal uncle apparently captured 
the royal lingam and carried it away to the hills of Koh Ker, some 87 kilometres 
northeast of Angkor, where he set up a rival capital, installed the lingam with the 
help of his chief priest, Isanamurti, and ruled for about twenty years from 921 
to 942. Though Harshavarman I continued to rule at Yashodharapura, where he 
was succeeded by a younger brother, Isanavarman II (r. 925–928), and although 
their chief priest Kumaraswami installed a new royal lingam on their behalf, the 
dynastic succession was in some manner broken. Jayavarman III was followed by 
his son, Harshavarman II (r. 942–944), the eighth monarch in the Khmer line.

In 944, Rajendravarman II (r. 944–968), whose maternal uncle was Yasho-
varman I, brought the capital back to Yashodharapura where he possibly built 
as his Mount Meru a structure standing on the site of Phimeanakas, perhaps 
indeed called by that name, but in any case no longer in existence. There is no 
general agreement about this. Rajendravarman II was responsible, as we shall 
see, for East Mebon and Pre Rup, two enormous temple-mountains standing 
some kilometres east of Yashoharapuram, in what has been conceived of as a 
sort of eastern capital. Pre Rup has claims to be considered Rajendravarman II’s 
true Mount Meru, and perhaps he continued to live and rule from within the old 
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capital while the royal lingam was installed elsewhere. There would have been 
no theoretical objection to such a course; something very like it seems to have 
happened again during the reign of Suryavarman II (r. 1113–1150).

Rajendravarman II ruled until 968 and was followed successively by his 
son, Jayavarman V(r. 968–1001), and by his son’s nephew, Udayadityavar-
man I (r. 1001–1002). The parentage of the next Khmer ruler, Jayaviravar-
man (r. 1002–1010), is not definitely established, but is of no consequence 
because almost at the outset of his reign a drastic upheaval took place when a 
usurper from Tambralinga overran the kingdom. This was Suryavarman I (r. 
1002–1050). His title to the throne was extremely tenuous. He claimed to be 
a ninth generation descendant of Rudravarman (r. 514-ca. 539), the maternal 
grandfather of Indravarman I. Tambralinga, as far as can be told, included the 
town of Nakorn Si Thammarat and its hinterland in south peninsular Thai-
land, a place of great antiquity and historical import and a centre of Buddhist 
learning. Suryavarman I’s immediate ancestors were those ‘Kings of the Law’ 
who bequeathed their title to their capital Nakorn Si Thammarat – that is, in 
Sanskrit, Nagara Dharmaraja.

Yashodharapura remained the Khmer capital. Suryavarman I’s own Mount 
Meru, if it existed at all, is unknown; coming as he did from Tambralinga, a 
recent dependency of Srivijaya, he was certainly a Mahayana Buddhist and may 
not have felt the need for one. Helped by his father, Sujita, he brought about the 
conquest of the Mon kingdom of central and south Thailand, and some time 
between 1022 and 1025 established Lawo (Lopburi) as the seat of the Khmer 
viceroy. A Khmer attack against the Mon kingdom of Haripunjaya (Lamphun) 
in northern Thailand was unsuccessful. Nevertheless, this was the apogee of 
Khmer imperial power. They controlled all of Cambodia, as well as Thailand 
from the Isthmus of Kra in the south to the Mun river valley in the east centre. 
These territories were to remain Khmer until the Thai declaration of independ-
ence under Sri Indraditya (r. ?1240s – ?1270s), over 200 years later.

Suryavarman I died in 1050 and was followed by Udayadityavarman II 
(r. 1050–1066), a close relative – perhaps his son, perhaps a grandnephew. 
Udayadityavarman II was followed by his younger brother, Harshavarman III, 
who died in 1080. It was a troubled time. In 1051, war broke out between the 
Khmers of Angkor and a rebel leader in south Cambodia, backed by the semi-
independent ruler of Panduranga in south Champa. It ended in victory for the 
Khmers under their great general, the Senapati Sangrama, but there were to be 
other wars with Champa in later reigns, deepening in intensity, and ending in 
disaster for the Khmers.
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The 16th ruler, Jayavarman VI (r. 1080–1107), was a usurper from east central 
Thailand. He was the second of three brothers, the sons of one Hiranyavarman 
and his wife Hiranyalakshmi. Though presumably descended from some branch 
of the Khmer royal clan, however remote, they disclaimed any relationship 
with Suryavarman I and the ‘Kings of the Law’, or indeed any inherited right 
to rule at Angkor. They were the soi-disant ‘kings’ of Mahidharapura, a locality 
in the upper Mun River valley northeast of Lopburi, perhaps with its centre at 
Bhimapura, modern Phimai.

Having conquered Angkor – though what prompted the assault we cannot say – 
Jayavarman VI stayed only long enough for his consecration, and perhaps not even 
for that. He retreated to Mahidharapura, taking with him as his royal guru Divakara, 
who had consecrated the royal lingam of Harshavarman III and had been senior 
acharya in Udayadityavarman II’s household. Jayavarman VI died in 1107 and was 
succeeded by his elder brother Dharanindravarman I, a devout religieux, who ruled 
briefly and with some distaste apparently, between 1107 and 1113.

During the somewhat pointless reigns of these two kings, the 16th and 17th 
in line of succession, descendants of Harshavarman III seem to have retained 
political and military control in the south. In 1113, a young man of Hiranyavar-
man – very much of his line, in fact, since Hiranyavarman was both his father’s 
father and his mother’s grandfather – swept the forces of Harshavarman III’s 
house off the face of the map in what seems to have been a tidal flood, deposed 
the ageing and unenthusiastic Dharanivarman, his granduncle on his mother’s 
side, and came to the throne as Suryavarman II (r. 1113–1150). One of the most 
brilliant of the Khmer rulers, he was the builder of Angkor Wat.

Angkor Wat means literally ‘the monastery of the capital’, but we are not to 
suppose from this that Yashodharapura was abandoned as the Khmer capital. 
Briggs supposes that it continued to function as the administrative centre while 
the royal temple lay immediately outside its walls. Some conflict must have been 
inevitable since Suryavarman II was a Vaishnavite. The central object of worship 
at Angkor Wat was an image of Vishnu, and the god with whom Suryavarman 
II sought personal apotheosis on his death was Vishnu. Briggs believes that a 
sort of tutelary, impersonal lingam was maintained in the administrative city, 
safeguarding the interests of dynasty and state. He conjectures that Divakara, 
whom Suryavarman II had inherited from his granduncle, may have been the 
chief ministrant at Angkor Wat, while some prominent Saivite Brahmin may 
have functioned on behalf of the devaraja at Yashodharapura.

Suryavarman II opened up relations with China, sending missions to the 
Sung Emperor in 1116 and 1120. He campaigned regularly in his northern ter-
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ritories, and launched a series of wars against Annam or Dai Viet, a kingdom 
in the north of Vietnam, sometimes with the unwilling assistance of Champa, 
which for a time had been under Khmer rule. Major engagements were fought 
in 1128, when Suryavarman II led 20,000 troops into battle; in 1129, when his 
ships ravaged the Annam coastal districts; in 1132, when he had Champa on 
his side; and in 1136, when the Champa ruler let him down, and he suffered a 
dreadful defeat.

Towards the end of his reign, Suryavarman II indulged in a series of wars 
against Champa. In 1145, he invaded, defeated the king, a pretender, and sacked 
the royal capital. Two years later, with the son of the legitimate heir on the 
Champa throne, he invaded again, and this time his combined army of Cambo-
dians and Champa mercenaries was annihilated. The year 1148 was a repetition 
of 1147 – another invasion, another almost total annihilation.

In 1149, Suryavarman II nominated his brother-in-law, Harideva, as ‘King’ 
of Champa; several Cambodian generals accompanied him to that country in 
order to ensure a peaceful succession. The rightful ruler, Jaya Harivarman I 
(r. 1147-?), caught up with them, engaged with and totally destroyed their forces, 
and Harideva and all his generals died in battle. This was probably the year of 
Suryavarman’s II death. The finest of the Angkor Wat bas-reliefs shows him 
reviewing his troops in lofty splendour, accompanied by his field marshals; 
among other mercenaries in this tableau we see Tai, their first recorded appear-
ance on Khmer soil as Briggs points out. Noble and impressive as these royals 
may have been, it is evident that in practice Suryavarman II was no military 
strategist, and his foreign wars must have been a ruinous drain on the country’s 
finances.

The succession passed to a cousin, Dharanindravarman II, who ruled for ten 
years between 1150 and 1160. This king, father of the great Jayavarman VII, was 
an enthusiastic Buddhist, as we learn from an inscription at Ta Prohm, which 
says that he found his “fulfilment in the nectar” of the Buddhist religion, and 
“honoured without ceasing the feet of the Jina (i.e. the Buddha)”. There follow 
two obscure reigns, those of Yashovarman II (ca. 1160–1165) and Tribhuvana-
dityavarman (ca. 1165–1177), the latter, the 21st ruler from Jayavarman II, the 
former, perhaps a son of Dharanindravarman.

~~~

Jayavarman VII, born about 1125 and heir to the Khmer Throne, would have 
been about thirty-five years of age at the time of his father’s death. He was a 
fervent Buddhist, and it may be that in leaving Angkor, and seeking a place 
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of exile in Champa, he was filled with that spirit of renunciation that led 
Shakyamuni Buddha to quit the pleasures of his father’s palace, and which is 
typified by the self-sacrificing gestures made by a whole succession of princes 
in Indian folklore, all of them previous incarnations of the Buddha, according 
to Buddhists. It may be that he did this rather than dispute Yashovarman II’s 
claim to the throne such as it was. For whatever reason, he went, and for five 
years his devout and devoted wife, Jayarajadevi, mourned his absence – and, 
in general, displayed the wifely virtues of Sita, to whom she is compared in 
an inscription.

On the accession of Tribhuvanadityavarman in or about the year 1165, 
Jayavarman VII returned to Angkor, perhaps to assert his genuine claim to the 
throne, which Tribhuvanadityavarman had apparently grabbed by violence from 
Yashovarman II (r. 1160–1165). Again he stayed his hand, and was now forced 
to witness the worst humiliation the Khmer had ever suffered. Under the leader-
ship of a usurper to her throne (Jaya Indravarman III (r. ca. 1139–1144/1145?)), 
Champa launched a series of attacks on Cambodia, possibly with some help from 
China, culminating in a naval invasion during the year 1177. The operation was 
brilliantly conceived and successively carried out. The Chams sailed their fleet 
round the coast, up the Mekong River, up the Great Lake, and probably up the 
Siem Reap River too, until they stood before the wooden battlements of Yasho-
harapura. They ravaged the city, burnt everything that would burn, including 
most of the buildings, and executed Tribhuvanadityavarman. There followed 
a period of Cham occupation and anarchy in Cambodia lasting till 1181. But 
during those four years, and no doubt during most of his adult life, Jayavarman 
was working out policies that would restore the Khmer to their former greatness, 
and timing the moment when he would step in, as an inscription says, “to save 
the land, heavy with crime”.

He did so in 1181, the year of his coronation. Probably well before that time, 
the Chams had evacuated Angkor itself, and perhaps Jayavarman VII had also 
begun his campaigns against them. There is evidence of a naval battle, and of a 
land fight in which Jayavarman VII’s forces are supposed to have discharged a 
hundred million arrows. The Cham king Jaya Indravarman IV (r. 1165?) may 
have been killed on this occasion, but whether the victory led directly to Jaya-
varman’s accession is not clear. He was about fifty-five years old at the time, and 
was destined to rule the best part of forty years more.

For a decade, he seems to have been busy rebuilding the Khmer capital, which 
rapidly took on its final appearance as we see it today inside the walls and gates 
of Angkor Thom, the ‘Great City’, as well as with construction projects of every 
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sort throughout the land. Roads, bridges, rest houses, hospitals and Buddhist 
monuments poured from his hands, until the total quantity of his building 
achievements surpassed those of all other Khmer rulers put together.

In 1190, having made some sort of non-aggression pact with the King of 
Annam, he invaded Champa, took the capital, removed all the linga, captured 
the king, and brought him as a prisoner to Angkor. It was the biggest military 
victory ever won by Khmer armies. It led to the annexation of Champa to Cam-
bodia between about 1203 and 1220, a period during which the Khmer Empire 
reached its greatest extent.

To the psychologist, as well as to the political scientist, Jayavarman VII is 
the most interesting of the Khmer monarchy. His reign was one of paradox – a 
Mahayana Buddhist who yet proved to be Cambodia’s greatest soldier; a ben-
efactor who identified himself so closely with his people that he felt their every 
ailment as his own, and who instituted on their behalf something like a welfare 
state, yet who indifferently crushed them into the ground with the weight of the 
stones he made them carry “in building”, as Briggs says, “useless monuments 
to satisfy his personal ambition”. Much of what he put up is a testament to an 
obsessional fear of death, and though his portrait statues – found at Sukhothai 
and Phimai in Thailand, at Angkor Thom, Kompong Cham, and elsewhere 
in Cambodia – show a man of presence, majesty, physical strength, and even 
beauty, he seems in character to have been the very antithesis of the Buddha in 
whom he sought his apotheosis.

~~~

There are no major monuments at Angkor later than the reign of Jayavarman 
VII, and the history of the Khmer kingdom following his death in or about 
1219 can be quickly told. For roughly a century the monarchy withstood, the 
line continuing through a succession of Indravarmans and Jayavarmans down 
to Jayavarman IX (r. 1327-ca. 1353), in whose reign the last known Sanskrit 
inscription of Cambodia was inscribed. Chou Ta-Kuan, who accompanied 
a Chinese embassy to the Khmer court in the year 1296, and has left behind 
the only convincing eyewitness account of the customs and civilisation of the 
Khmer, found the kingdom still apparently flourishing under Indravarman 
III (r. 1295–1307), the twenty-sixth ruler. The confident tone is maintained in 
Jayavarman IX’s inscription at Angkor Wat, which speaks of the destruction of 
an enemy king and his capital. During his reign, in 1350, the Tai established their 
capital at Ayuthia, a great threat to the future security of Angkor, as it proved; 
and Hinayana Buddhism became the Cambodian state religion.
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The kings of the second half of the 14th century are known to us only from 
Chinese sources, and the genealogy breaks down at this point, to be taken up 
again by the early Chronicles of Cambodia with the accession of Nippean-bat, 
or Niranapada, in 1405. In that year, the Yongle Emperor of China sent repre-
sentatives to install Nippean-bat in succession to his father. Angkor remained 
the capital until 1431 when the Khmer abandoned it to the advancing Tai and 
by degrees moved towards Phnom Penh. There they remain to this day, to the 
realities of the 20th century and aspiring, perhaps unrealistically, to see the dawn 
of a new Khmer era.
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A Visit to Bakong, 881, and Preah Ko, 879, two outstanding monuments of the 
ancient city of Hariharalaya, now known by the name of a nearby village, Roluos.

Bakong
We leave Siem Reap on Route Nationale 6 and drive eastward across open coun-
try towards Phnom Penh. At or about the 13th kilometre post with its familiar 
rounded red-painted top, a signpost reading ‘Bakong’ indicates a right-hand turn 
down a sandy track, which after a few hundred yards passes Preah Ko on the 
right, a monument which we shall be visiting presently. A little later, the dried 
moat of the outer or third enclosure of the Bakong is reached, measuring 99 
metres from east to west and 700 metres from north to south. It is doubtful you 
will be aware of the fact that you are inside this enclosure, for there is nothing 
else to mark it. Ahead, however, you will see the north wall of the second enclo-
sure. Your trishaw driver will take you round to the middle of its east side, where 
remnants of a cruciform entrance gate, lodge or pavilion, called by the Indian 
name gopuram, remain. Dismount here and pass through the gopuram into the 
second enclosure. Before you are the rising terraces and central sanctuary-tower 
of the main monument, the Bakong proper, and you are now standing on the 
main approach avenue or Via Sacra.

The second enclosure, about 400 by 300 metres, once constituted an enor-
mous moat surrounding the first enclosure or courtyard proper on all four sides, 
bridged by a raised causeway on the east-west axis. At Angkor, such causeways 
usually had stone balustrades wrought in the form of nagas, superb devices of 
landscape architecture of which Angkor Wat itself shows supreme examples. 
Here at Bakong, segments of their huge stone bodies lie spread-eagled along 
the causeway, and at one point a naga head, carved in the semblance of seven 
fused cobra hoods, rears itself from the past. Around the periphery of the first 
enclosure, outside its laterite wall, the land rises somewhat and is well treed. Here 
you will find the somewhat garish buildings of a modern Buddhist monastery, 
which may or may not take your fancy.

The entrance to the first or inner enclosure is dominated by a cruciform 
gopuram, its entrance raised a few feet above ground level and reached by a short 
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flight of steps. Such gopura, originally roofed with wooden rafters and pottery 
tiles, can today generally be traced only at ground level. Notice in this case two 
stone images of a four-armed Vishnu standing face-to-face at the ends of the side 
chambers, to left and right. They are much later in date than the main monu-
ment, and have been set up only lately, having been found among the debris in 
the courtyard during the reconstruction of the monument.

Inside its low laterite wall, the inner courtyard measures about 160 by 120 

Plan of Bakong
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metres, the east-west axis being the longer one. It contains a number of minor 
buildings surrounding the Bakong proper, so before making your ascent, take 
a stroll around it at ground level. The courtyard is pleasantly quiet, with shade 
trees at intervals.

Note to begin with, eight tall curviform brick towers or prasats, square on 
plan, each having four false storeys of diminishing size above the main elevation. 
Each stands on a stone basement, which in turn is mounted on a shallow plat-
form also made of stone. Many, but not all of these bases, are buried by debris, 
but those of prasats seven and eight are all exposed to view. The four doors, three 
of which are false, that is to say filled in with stone panels, are reached by two 
short flights of stairs, one of which also forms the two sections of the basement. 
In front of each east door is a flat, cusp-shaped doorstep, and four similar stone 
steps give access to the square platform on which each prasat stands. Each flight 
is bounded at its sides by rectangular parapets with sockets on top for the recep-
tion of stone squatting lions, some of which are still in place on the basement of 
prasat eight. Seen on plan, each basement is recessed inwards three times from 
the front line of the parapets to the corner angles of each side, so that viewed 
from above it appears almost circular: the platform is not so recessed.

In elevation, the profile of each tower is marked at each storey by a strongly 
projecting cornice built up of several string-courses of corbelled brick. As these 
courses recede inwards above each cornice, they form the basement of the storey 
above. The vertical elevations of the four false storeys are inconspicuous com-
pared with these massive projections, which give the towers their curvilinear 
outline, emphasised, no doubt, by partial decay of their brickwork. The towers 
all open to the east, their platforms measuring 6 metres square.

The doors, whether functional or false, are framed at the sides by octagonal 
pilasters which appear to support the weight of a rectangular sandstone lintel 
above. The pilasters are in turn flanked by enormous doorjambs, square in 
section, whose cornices support between them a massive brick entablature or 
tympanum of a delicate concavity like the inside of a mussel shell. To the left 
and right of each door, the side walls bear niches carved out of the brick, in 
which are bas-relief images of male and female door guardians (dvarapala and 
dvarapalika) also carved out of brick. At one time the entire wall surface was 
covered with polished stucco, and must have presented a brilliant appearance. 
This has mostly gone, and since we shall be seeing some much better examples 
of door guardians of this period when we come to Preah Ko, my advice is not 
to waste too much time on them.
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But what will amaze, and I am sure delight, you is the exquisite beauty of the 
carving you will find on the sandstone lintels, pilasters, and false door panels: 
the delicacy of the cutting, evidently by woodcarvers turned masons, the lavish 
profusion of the decoration, the vigorous imagination displayed in ordering the 
compositions, and the wit and fantasy of the subject matter. Lintels normally 
feature lobed vegetal scrolls ending in the heads of makaras – water gods of 
crocodile form – which in turn spout flower garlands from their mouths. But 
much other fanciful imagery may be observed. The colour combination of grey-
green sandstone and brickwork of salmon-pink is irresistible, and will surely 
have you reaching for your camera.

The gargoyle bosses of some of the false doors, reminiscent of Victorian metal 
door knockers, are handsomely designed and skilfully executed. Sometimes a 
splash of brilliant orange-coloured lichen hereabouts enlivens the grey-green 
stone. Like ivory or filigree, this is an art of miniature, and will bear examination 
under a hand lens or blown up big on a projection screen.

~~~

The inscription on the dedicatory stele in the courtyard tells us that Bakong was 
dedicated in 881, during the reign of Indravarman I. The lingam, the stone phallic 
symbol of Shiva, Great Lord or Mahesvara, was given the compound name Sri 
Indresvara, so merging together the timeless spirits of god and king in the manner 
described in our Introduction. It was installed in the central sanctuary-tower 
standing on the apex of the temple-pyramid and opening only towards the east.

The inscription also speaks of the installation of eight other images or murti 
of Shiva, and these were doubtless placed on the eight towers just described. The 
image in tower eight is specified as Shiva Umagangapatisvara, i.e. Shiva having 
his loins caressed by the liana-like arms of Uma and Ganga, his spouses, and 
what is meant by this can be ascertained by inspecting the back of the image, 
which though mutilated still stands amid the ruins of the tower (that on the 
right or north side of the east face of the monument).

Returning to the east gopuram, through which you entered the courtyard, 
and turning once more towards the east, note on either side, to left and right, 
the remains of two long buildings set parallel to the courtyard wall, of unknown 
function; and ahead, again to left and right, two small brick constructions of 
which that on the left houses the dedicatory stele. Ahead of these, and on the 
same axis, are two long narrow buildings between which the central avenue leads 
for about 30 metres. They are roofless, but their walls still stand. They are of the 



Chapter 4 Day One: Morning

~ 57 ~

type conventionally called ‘library’ and were perhaps temporary dormitories or 
dharmasala.

Between them, on the main axis, is a stone bull, Nandi, Shiva’s mount, cou-
chant on a stone plinth and very much weathered. In all Shiva temples, the bull 
kneels in adoration before the image of Shiva, the lingam, which in the case of 
Bakong was installed in the sanctuary-tower above.

~~~

The majestic and elegant Bakong is a miniature Mount Meru, the home of the 
gods as conceived in India, and each of its terraces represents a god-inhabited 
world – the lowest that of the nagas, the second of the garudas, the third of 
the rakshasas, the fourth of the yakshas, the fifth and topmost of the Kings of 
the Four Quarters. On the basement of the fifth terrace, that is to say the side 
wall of the fourth terrace, may be found here and there fragments of bas-reliefs 
featuring these minor tutelary gods or spirits.

Bakong is faced with sandstone blocks brought from the Kulen hills some 
40 kilometres to the north of Angkor; some are as much as 3.6 metres high, and 
may weigh 5.4 or 6.3 metric tons. The pyramid measures 67 by 65 metres at its 
base; its upper terrace, 14 metres above ground, measures 20 by 18 metres. The 
terraces diminish in height from the lowest to the highest, as does the width of 
each successive flight of stairs. At each stair head, on either side, a sejant lion 
squats on a masonry plinth flanking the stair, and this arrangement is repeated 
for each of the four sides of the pyramid, so that there are in all twenty pairs 
of lions en accolade. Access to each stairway is gained through a small portion 
at ground level, and each of these contains or did contain a small Nandi on its 
pedestal.

A totally unexpected feature of Bakong is a superb set of sculptures of 
elephants mounted at the four corners of the three lower terraces, twelve in all. 
Words can hardly describe the aura of elephantine rotundity radiated by these 
images though they are not very big. They are admirable subjects for the camera. 
Instead of elephants, the fourth terrace originally carried twelve miniature stone 
prasats, of which ten remain; each one housed a small lingam. The upper ter-
race, which is attainable only from the east, supports the sanctuary-tower on its 
stone plinth. A fine view is to be had of the surrounding countryside. Standing 
on this clean elevated platform, with its masonry falling away on every side at 
his feet, breathing in the exhilarating air, King Indravarman I must indeed have 
felt one with Mahesvara, the Great Lord Shiva.
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The sanctuary-tower is set back somewhat towards the west, so that the east 
side of the terrace is more roomy than the others. This suggests that at times a 
concourse of people gathered before the royal lingam, though seldom if ever, 
one imagines, were commoners permitted onto the holy platform.

The existing tower is 4.5 metres high, stone built, with four false storeys 
above the main elevation. The redented angles of the walls contain images of 
male and female guardians in niches at right angles to each other, while the 
lintels over the doors feature subjects popular two centuries later than Bakong 
and typical of the style of Angkor Wat. On the east is a dancing Shiva; in the 
south the mythical churning of the ocean; on the west Vishnu in a trance on 
the cosmic serpent Ananta; on the north Lakshmana, brother of Rama, among 
Hanuman’s monkey subjects. The tower is in fact a later construction, and is 
not therefore of primary importance here. You should rather note the simplic-
ity and lucidity of the architectural design of Bakong as a whole, a spartan and 
purposeful form skilfully relieved by its moderate decorative embellishments. 
Its aesthetic effect depends much on the precise mathematical relations of its 
component dimensions – In rather the same way, perhaps, as does that of the 
Altar of Heaven in Peking. It was to provide the model and inspiration for many 
temple mountains of later reigns.

Preah Ko
The visit to Bakong need take at most no more than two hours, so we should 
have about an hour to spare before returning to Siem Reap for lunch. Preah Ko, 
a local appellation meaning ‘The Holy Oxen’, is not a temple-mountain but a 
set of six dedicatory shrines or mausolea standing on a single plinth, a design 
to be repeated later (though with only four towers) at nearby Lolei built by 
Yashovarman I in 893. Preah Ko dates from 879.

As with Bakong, Preah Ko lies within an elaborate system of concentric 
enclosures. It is similarly approached from the east, at a point a few hundred 
yards down the sandy track leading south from the main road to Bakong. The 
dried moat of what was once its third enclosure, 500 by 400 metres in size, runs 
parallel to the track, and we must cross a featureless stretch of grass to reach 
the second enclosure, well defined by the remains of its laterite wall and axial 
cruciform gopuram.

Within the second enclosure, to the left and right, two long narrow construc-
tions stand parallel to the wall, of enigmatic purpose. Two further pairs of long 
narrow buildings lie parallel to the east axis on this east side of the enclosure, while 
between the south pair stands a thick-walled brick building opening to the west 
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Plan of Preah Ko
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and bearing a few figures of what appear to be ascetics crudely carved in the brick.

The laterite wall of the first or inner enclosure of Preah Ko barely exists. On 
the mid-east-west axis it is interrupted by a square entrance gopuram through 
which we pass to enter the courtyard, measuring about 58 by 56 metres. This 
gopuram contains the dedicatory stele. Its front face is inscribed in Sanskrit of 
Indravarman I’s time, and bears the date 880. The inscription eulogises Jayavar-
man II, founder of Hariharalaya and of the Khmer line, and perhaps Indravar-
man I’s maternal uncle. It describes him as a Universal King, invulnerable to 
all except one who sued for mercy, or one who had his back to him. It names 
the occupants of the six shrines as follows: in the middle shrine of the front or 
east series of three – Shiva under the vocable Parameshwara, this was also the 
posthumous name of Jayavarman II, whose identity thus merges with that of 
Shiva in the substance of the image installed in the shrine. In the right, or north 
shrine of this group, Shiva as Rudreswara, the composite image of Shiva and 
Rudravarman, Indravarman’s maternal grandfather. In the left or south shrine 
Prithvindeswara, the composite image of Shiva and Prithvindravarman, Indra-
varman’s father. In the three corresponding shrines of the rear or west series 
of three were images of Uma, Shiva’s consort, under the names Dharindradevi, 
Narendradevi and Prithvindradevi, these being the posthumous names of the 
wives of Jayavarman III, Rudravarman and Prithvindravarman respectively. 
Thus Indravarman I’s male ancestors are incorporated in images of Shiva, those 
of his female ancestors in images of Shiva’s consort, his shakti, Uma.

The reverse side of the stele bears an inscription of the time of Yashovarman 
I (r. 889–910), Indravarman I’s son, and refers to donations for the benefit of 
Parameshwara and Prithvindresvara, in the central and south shrines respec-
tively of the front group of three.

The terrace on which the six shrines stand measures roughly 30 by 24 metres, 
the north-south axis being in this case the longer. The three front or east shrines 
are considerably larger than those of the rear or west group of three, that in 
the middle, dedicated to Parameshwara, being set back somewhat from its two 
neighbours. All three housed images of Shiva, as I have said, and in the bare 
forecourt in front of each a Nandi sits in worshipful posture facing towards them; 
from these Preah Ko probably derives its local name. The north and middle 
shrines are empty, but the south shrine still houses an anthropomorphic image 
of Shiva, with whom Indravarman I’s father was incorporated. That all three 
housed male deities is emphasised by the presence of images of dvarapala or 
male guardians on their walls, the most outstanding single feature of Preah Ko.
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A male door guardian at Preah Ko
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The three rear shrines bear images of female door guardians or dvarapalika 
on their walls, equally impressive. The central shrine, dedicated to Dharanin-
dradevi, Jayavarman III’s wife, still houses a headless statue of Uma of the period; 
the others are empty.

I have mentioned the great plastic beauty of the door guardian sculptures, 
both male and female. When I first set eyes on them it was with a feeling of 
puzzlement, and a sort of tacit assumption that they were works of modern 
restoration done in Portland cement. Only gradually did it dawn on me that 
this greenish fabric was the celebrated sandstone everywhere to be seen as 
monuments of the 9th and 10th centuries at Angkor, and that these were original 
masterworks, radiating a freshness and crispness of carving admirably preserved 
in spite of the partial ruination of some of them. Take a look, for example, at 
the headless torso of a dvarapala on the north shrine of the east series, west 
face, south side. The guardian stands in an alert, soldierly pose, his beautifully 
muscled barrel chest proclaiming his role of protector of the shrine. The image 
is a fine example of a suitably stylised naturalism, as indeed are all of them. I 
would also commend the images on the middle shrine of the east series, east 
face, north and south sides, and that on the south shrine of the same series, east 
face, north side – but you will soon discover which are your favourites.

The doorways with their false doors, lintels and octagonal pilasters are also 
handled with remarkable éclat, and are indeed in sheer virtuosity far superior to 
those on Bakong. Examine particularly the south elevation of the middle shrine 
of the east series, with a long inscription on the right jamb. The carving on the 
square yard or so of coffering and panelling to the left of the inscription is of 
a remarkable finesse. These doorways, unlike those of Bakong, are not mono-
lithic slabs, but comprise four independent panels held together by mitre joints. 
Possibly for this reason, the craftsmanship was able to reach a higher standard.

On the door panel of the south elevation of the north shrine of the west series, 
the coruscating decoration reaches a new climax of floridity. The lobed vegetal 
scrolls carved in the sandstone are superabundant, rivalling the proliferation of 
fronds of sea-wracks or the chalky colonies of sea animals.

The brick part of the construction was finished in stucco, which was also 
delicately carved over most of its surface. Traces remain. Altogether, in their 
finished state, with the white stucco gleaming and scintillating on the points 
of the carving, offset by grey-green doorways and sculptures half in shadow, 
the towers of Preah Ko must have presented a little vision of beauty, still in part 
discernible today.
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A Visit to Phnom Bakheng, ca. 900, centre of the first Angkor, the ancient 
city of Yashodharapura

There are, within a radius of 10 kilometres from Siem Reap, three small eleva-
tions from the surrounding plain – Phnom Bok to the northeast; Phnom Krom 
to the southwest and almost on the Great Lake; and Phnom Bakheng, 7 kilome-
tres due north. About 910, Indravarman I’s son and successor, Yashovarman I 
(r. 889–910), made this last the centre of a new capital called Yashodharapura, 
after leaving a legacy at Roluos in the shape of Lolei, built in 893 in favour of 
his father, his maternal grandfather, his mother and his maternal grandmother.

Yashodharapura was a city some 4 kilometres square. Its western limit was 
roughly along the line of the West Baray, a great tank 8 kilometres long and 2 
kilometres broad not then built, of which a perfect view may be had from the 
summit of Phnom Bakheng. Its southern moat, now of course dry, is crossed 
about half a metre south of the south moat of Angkor Wat. Its eastern moat 
followed the line of the east moat of Angkor Wat, while its northern limit lay 
along the main east-west axis of the latest capital, Angkor Thom. The Phnom was 
Yashodharapura’s Jambudvipa, the temple-pyramid on its summit, his Mount 
Meru, and the Siem Reap River, diverted to run close to the eastern limit of the 
town, filled the moats that represented the Great Ocean.

As is the case with Borobudur in Central Java, the top of the hill, 60 metres 
high, forms the core of the monument, the sandstone terraces are no more 
than masonry cladding on the hillside. This can be verified particularly on the 
northeast and southeast sides, where some of the masonry has fallen away to 
reveal the native rock beneath. The ascent may be made along the east axis, in 
which case you should leave your vehicle at the side of the main road. But you 
need the sinews of a mountain goat to climb the hill, and there is a more sedate 
pathway skirting its southern face, and a live elephant to carry you up, should 
you feel disinclined to walk.

The original approach, though, was straight up the stairway from the east; 
and the entrance to the original outer enclosure of the monument, about 650 
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Plan of Bakheng

by 440 metres, is there marked by two magnificent squatting lions. The temple 
does not disclose itself until the summit is reached.

~~~
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Phnom Bakheng is a close copy of Bakong; indeed architecture and sculpture of 
Yashovarman’s reign seems free from originality or innovation. Like Bakong, it is 
a five-stepped pyramid, the only fundamental difference being that the top terrace 
carries not one, but five shrines. This was to become a regular feature of the temple-
mountain of later reigns, and may conveniently be called a quincunx. There are 
no elephants; the four corners of the five terraces are occupied by miniature stone 
prasats, twenty in all; forty others are arranged in paired phalanxes of five on either 
side of the four stairways located at the cardinal points. All open to the east.

Probably due to the contour of the underlying rock, the ascent of the monu-
ment is steeper than in the case of Bakong. The overall heights of the two monu-
ments being approximately equal, Bakheng, with its upper and lower longer sides 
measuring roughly 76 by 47 metres, has a gradient of rather less than one in one 
as opposed to rather more than one in two in the case of Bakong.

As with Bakong, the precipitous stairways are flanked with paired sculptured 
lions en accolade. Perspectives of these files of beasts, as of the miniature prasats, 
are spectacular in the extreme, whether seen from above or beneath. The prasats, 
each of which once contained a lingam, are in excellent preservation and feature 
four false storeys of diminishing size near the main elevation.

Phnom Bakheng (East Face)
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A stone lion at the base of Phnom Bakheng, ca. 1910
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The quincunx of towers at the top stands upon its own shallow base, 37 
metres square and placed somewhat to the west of centre. The corner-towers are 
now dilapidated, although some interesting fragments of sculptured walls are 
still in place, together with three of their linga. The central tower, Yashovarman 
I’s ‘temple-body’, is about 8 metres square, making it somewhat larger than the 
corner-towers. It was open to the four quarters, thus giving its occupant access to 
360 degrees of horizon. In it was installed the royal lingam, Sri Yashodharesvara. 
Below the lingam a well was drilled in the rock to a depth of 2 metres. Within this 
cavity, while the monument was under restoration, a rectangular stone trough 
with a hole in its base was found, the hole indicating that it was a sarcophagus 
which at one time contained the dead earthly body of Yasovarman I. It was 1.4 
metres long and 72 centimetres wide.

The decorative bas-relief carving on the five towers follows the line of that on 
Bakong and Preah Ko. There are of course no door panels, since the doorways 
are open to the sky, but the lintels and octagonal pilasters are similar, and so 
are the images of male and female door guardians in shallow niches, luxuri-
antly enriched above, on the side walls. On the vertical registers between these 
images and the doorways appear minute effigies of godlings amidst a profusion 
of volutes, while the tympana above the lintels would also seem to constitute an 
innovation. These feature such subjects as Shiva upon Nandi.

~~~

The great appeal of Phnom Bakheng lies perhaps in its physical situation. It is a 
summit open under the sky, and the highest point of land for miles around. To 
the southeast, far beneath, and glittering in the evening sun, are the five towers 
of Angkor Wat and its surrounding square demesne; to the west stretches the 
enormous rectilinear Western Baray, its more distant half still filled with water. 
Northwards, on the horizon, is the faint line of the Kulen hills, 40 kilometres 
distant, whence came the stone of which Angkor is built. It would be possible for 
a purist, caught in this atmosphere, to plan to spend a night on Phom Bakheng; 
and so perhaps will you.
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Sketch of Bakeng by Reenault Sarasin, c. 1920s
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A Visit to Prasat Kravan, 921, and to East Mebon, 952 or Pre Rup, 961

Prasat Kravan
We leave Siem Reap and drive northwards towards Angkor Wat, bearing right 
after about 2 kilometres to enter the route called by the French Petit Circuit. After 
3 kilometres, we reach the midpoint of the south moat of Angkor Wat, where 
we turn right, and passing round the southeast corner of the monument leave 
it again opposite the mid-point of its east moat. The Petit Circuit continues in a 
northeasterly direction for a further 3 kilometres and then turns sharply north. 
Here, on a grassy eminence, stand in line the five brick towers of Prasat Kravan.

This was a foundation of Harshavarman I, Yashovarman I’s son and successor, 
who ruled between 910 and 925 and dedicated it in 921. It stands on a rather 
tall brick platform, exquisitely moulded, and is approached from the east by 
means of an elevated flagged causeway leading from a cruciform gopuram now 
no more than a basement. Beyond the gopuram a pond fills part of the moat 
that originally surrounded the temple enclosure, and which we cross diagonally 
at the northwest corner by a pathway recently built over it. The towers lie on a 
north-south axis and open towards the east. Morning is the time to see them, 
luminous as they should then be in the light of a rising sun and with the chrome 
yellow of their brickwork set against the lightening blue morning sky.

Prasat Kravan is in the course of restoration, and although there has been 
criticism in some quarters as to the fidelity with which this is being carried out, 
the aesthetic effect is undeniably very fine. One cannot fail to be impressed 
by the clean beauty of the brickwork forming the moulded base of each tower 
below the main elevation, or of the projecting string-courses above, by means of 
which the profile of the four false storeys is established. Only the central tower 
has been entirely restored.

~~~

It is the quality of the brickwork, then, that distinguishes the five towers of Prasat 
Kravan. For the first and only time in Khmer art, we find bas-relief images on 
the interior walls of the shrine. These are doubly interesting in that they are 
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carved in the actual brickwork, in a manner similar to those on the outside 
walls of Bakong, and bear no trace of ever having been covered with any sort of 
surfacing. The bonding of the bricks, which is without mortar but with the aid 
of some sort of vegetable glue, is superbly tight.

Notwithstanding the presence of a Shiva lingam and its yoni in the central 
shrine, the monument is in fact dedicated to Vishnu – the first Vaishnavite 
foundation at Angkor as it would appear – though who was the royal person-
age linked with him in death we cannot say, perhaps Harshavarman I himself. 
The bas-relief on the left wall represents Vishnu Trivikrama, that is to say on 
the occasion when he as a dwarf (Vamana) requested from the great King Bali 
as much land as he could cover in three paces, and, on gaining his request, 
transformed himself into a colossus (Viratarupa) able to encompass the entire 
universe in a single step. Part of the iconography, however, namely the female 
figure holding the lotus on which Vishnu rests his right foot, and the wavy lines 
representing water, perhaps alludes to the Varaha avatar or Boar Incarnation, 
during which Vishnu with a boar’s head rescues the Earth Goddess Prithvi from 
the bed of the Great Ocean. The kneeling figure on the right might then be the 
Ocean King.

The rear wall features a colossal eight-armed standing Vishnu Trailokyana-
tha, ‘Lord of the Three Worlds’, with six tiers of miniature worshippers on either 
side, and a single tier running across the top of the niche. The right wall displays 
the compelling version of a four-armed Vishnu borne aloft by his mount, the 
man-vulture garuda, with a kneeling worshipper on either side.

The northernmost shrine is dedicated to Vishnu’s consort, Lakshmi. Its left 
wall carries an extremely fine image of the four-armed goddess, the features of 
whose face still show their original subtle moulding. The rear wall has an image 
of the two-armed goddess with four kneeling worshippers, while the right wall 
has a fine figure of a kneeling worshipper, though nothing now remains of the 
goddess except her feet and the lower edge of her sampot. The other three shrines 
are today bare, and all save the central one are open to the sky.

East Mebon
Jayavarman IV (r. 921–942) shifted the seat of the royal lingam to Kok Ker 
under circumstances discussed in our Introduction, and for twenty-three years 
between 921 and 944 no new work appears to have been done at Angkor. In 944, 
Rajendravarman II, a nephew of Yashovarman I on his mother’s side, returned 
apparently to old Yashodharapura, where, in 947, he built Baksei Chamkrong at 
the north foot of Phnom Bakheng. His two principal monuments, East Mebon 
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and Pre Rup, were nevertheless erected 7 kilometres to the east of Phnom 
Bakheng and somewhat to its north, in what Philippe Stern hypothesised as ‘la 
ville de l’est’. It is an open question whether Rajendravarman’s Mount Meru was 
Pre Rup, East Mebon or some less substantial and long-vanished building in 
central Yashodharapura, perhaps on or near the site of Phimeanakas.

East Mebon and Pre Rup are neighbours, built at much the same time and of 
much the same general appearance, with the result that they are often confused 
together, even by scholars like LP Briggs who in his book The Ancient Khmer 
Empire labels the ground plan of East Mebon as that of Pre Rup, and vice versa. 
They are huge, impressive structures, sheer and precipitous in elevation, and 
in toto awesome in their unrelenting massiveness. Conventional beauty is not 
a quality easily associated with Angkor and the art of the Khmers, as I believe I 
have suggested, and East Mebon and Pre Rup do not aim at architectural felic-
ity. They do not so much appeal as state, and their manifesto is the triumph of 
naked force, humourless, unpitying.

Both monuments may be reached from Prasat Kravan by continuing on 
the Petit Circuit for 1.5 kilometres to its junction with the Grand Circuit, then 
turning right along the ornamental lake, Srah Srang. Pre Rup lies 3 kilometres 
ahead, at the southeast corner of the Grand Circuit near kilometre post 17. East 
Mebon is due north of it, at a distance of 1.5 kilometres.

Roughly halfway between the two monuments the road bisects what was once 
the earth embankment wall of the great reservoir or tank now called East Baray, 
in the middle of which lay East Mebon, just as West Mebon lay in the middle of 
West Baray. But unlike West Baray which even today is half-filled with water, 
East Baray is entirely dry, though the paddy fields into which it has long since 
metamorphosed appear wonderfully rich and fertile. It is roughly 7 kilometres 
long and 1.8 kilometres wide, and Glaize calculates that it at one time held forty 
million cubic metres of water.

Several inscriptions name it Yashodaratataka, ‘the pool of Yashodharapura’, 
having been built about the end of the 9th century during Yasovarman I’s reign. 
The Siem Reap River flows close to its western edge, as at Yasovarman I’s time 
when it was fed at will through culverts. It was the donghu or ‘East Lake’ of 
the Chinese traveller Chou Ta-Kuan. East Mebon, referred to in inscriptions 
as resembling Mount Meru in the midst of the Great Ocean, is thus a classic 
example of a temple-mountain, if not Rajendravarman II’s own personal one.

~~~
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Plan of East Mebon
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East Mebon, then, was once entirely surrounded by the waters of an enormous 
lake. You will be better able to visualise its original appearance if you take note 
of the flights of laterite stairs, ghats, as they would be called in India, which on 
all four sides lead down to the original floor of the tank, 3 metres deep. Access 
was possible only by boat, there being four landing stages situated at the mid-
points of each of its four sides.

Glaize points out that the conventional Khmer five-stepped pyramid is here 
replaced by a single elevated terrace 3 metres high, lying somewhat towards 
the western side of the inner of two walled enclosures or courtyards. We are 
not to suppose from this that the elevation of East Mebon is a modest one; we 
shall find that out very quickly when we begin to climb it. For whereas in the 
case of Bakong, say, the successive enclosures are all at the same level, the outer 
enclosure is in the present case built upon an enormous earth mound enclosed 
by a massive revêtement or retaining wall of laterite roughly 130 metres square, 
whereby it is lifted to a height of 3.4 metres above ground level. Again, the top of 
this wall takes the form of a ledge or platform 5 metres wide, encircling the outer 
enclosure and its wall. In the same way the first or inner enclosure is also raised 
2.4 metres above the second enclosure, its retaining wall forming a platform 2 
metres wide, which in its turn encircles the central edifice. So in fact the impres-
sion remains of a stepped pyramid, and one of particularly massive dimensions.

The first terrace, that of the outer enclosure, is reached by a steep flight of 
steps between parapets adorned with fine sejant lions on each of the four axes, 
though the main approach is still from the east. Before passing through the 
gopuram into the enclosure within, I would suggest you walk clockwise round 
the entire monument along this noble outer terrace. Four vast elephants are 
mounted on its corner angles, their outlines silhouetted sharply against the 
blackness of the forest vegetation beyond. The thin white boles of the jungle 
trees, and the massive flanks of the stone elephants coated with patches of white 
lichen, stand out with a preternatural clearness and sharpness of outline, as when 
a landscape is lit by the rays of a declining sun, and remind me, at least, of the 
flickering luminous figures in Uccello’s sous bois hunting scenes.

The wall at the back of the terrace, which is also of course the wall of the 
second or outer enclosure, is recessed inwards on either side of the principal 
axis on all four faces, in order to accommodate a cruciform laterite gopuram 
with lateral wings to north and south and a sandstone porch to east and west. 
The east gopuram, through which we are now passing, houses in its right or 
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north wing the handsome dedicatory stele of 952.58 All gopura are today minus 
walls and roofs.

The outer enclosure contains remnants of a series of long roofed galleries 
of laterite, originally vaulted and roofed with impermanent materials, disposed 
with their long axis parallel to the enclosure wall on all four sides. They are 
thought to have been dharmasalas, places where visitors might rest or take 
refreshment, and represent a stage leading to the later continuous roofed gal-
leries or outer corridors seen, for instance, at Baphuon and Angkor Wat. They 
have porches with sandstone pillars, and windows filled with baluster-shaped 
mullions. The outer enclosure provides no other important architectural feature; 
the tympanum of its west gopuram has a bas-relief image of Vishnu in his man-
lion incarnation, Narasimha.

From the inner porch of the east gopuram it is a bare step across the con-
stricted outer enclosure to the foot of a flight of stairs leading up to the inner 
enclosure. These stairs, too, are steep, and are flanked with stone parapets 
bearing squatting lions en accolade. At each stairhead is an entrance gopuram, 
set somewhat back from the low enclosure wall to the left and right, making it 
possible to step onto the outer ledge or platform, which measures 2 metres in 
width and 62 metres in length on each of its four sides. It can be circumambu-
lated, and, like the lower platform, is adorned with stone elephants at the corner 
angles. But these are on a smaller scale, and of considerably poorer artistic 
quality than the lower set.

The gopuram, rectangular on plan and with a tower above, leads directly into 
the first or inner enclosure or courtyard. As with Bakong, this contains eight 
brick towers disposed in pairs on either side of each of the four main axes, all of 
them opening towards the east, as at Bakong, and all having once housed linga 
representing eight forms of Shiva as mentioned in the inscription. Their highly 
ornamental octagonal pilasters, doorjambs, false door-panels, and lintels, are 
carved in the typical grey-green sandstone.

Remains of five other massive laterite and brick constructions are located 
within the corners of the courtyard, two standing side-by-side in the southeast 
corner, one each on the northeast, northwest, and southwest corners. Those 
on the east open towards the west; those on the west face east; their original 
purpose is unknown. The lintel of the northeast building features Gajalakshmi, 

58 The stele has been removed for safekeeping by APSARA, the ‘Autorité pour a Protection du 
Site et l’Aménagement de la Région d’Angkor’.
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the goddess Lakshmi being given a lustration by two elephants who pour water 
over her from their trunks.

Facing west, we now have in front of us the central massif of East Mebon, 
corresponding to the five-stepped pyramid of Bakong and Phnom Bakheng. It 
is set back somewhat towards the west side, as was the case with Bakong. It is 32 
metres square at its base and has elaborately moulded side walls 3 metres high. 
Its summit is reached by flights of stairs at the mid-cardinal points, flanked, as 
usual, with parapets bearing lions en sejant. It carries five towers, all facing east, 
all of brick construction and with sandstone door fittings. The central tower 
stands on its own elaborately moulded basement 1.9 metres high, and is reached 
by a further flight of seven stairs passing up between lion-topped parapets. Yet 
another flight of six stairs leads from the base of the tower to the open doorway 
of its cella. Thus there are in all five flights of stairs between ground level and 
the cella of the central shrine, roughly 12 metres above ground level, or about 
the same as Bakong.

The five towers on top of the monument show most of the features of those 
we saw at Bakong and Preah Ko. Each consists of a main elevation over which 
are four false storeys indicated by string courses of brick. Door guardians in 
bas-relief stand on either side of the open doorways facing east, and of the false 
doors on the remaining three sides. The entire surface of the brickwork is pitted 
with cylindrical borings serving to secure the lime plaster with which the walls 
were stuccoed, little of which remains. The door parts are of greenish sandstone, 
exquisitely carved in the most minute detail and featuring the same motives as 
appear on the Roluos group, perhaps even more ravishingly worked. The three 
surviving lintels of the central shrine show Indra on his three-headed elephant 
on the east: Shiva on the bull, Nandi, on the south; and his son Subramanya, 
Skanda, Kartikeya or Kumara, as he is variously called, on his peacock on the 
west.

Of the motifs on the other shrines note especially a monster head in the 
process of eating an elephant on the north lintel of the southeast tower, and 
Ganesha riding his own trunk, transformed into a horse, on the east lintel of 
the northwest tower.

Inscriptions relating to East Mebon, and found near it, speak of the installa-
tion of images of Shiva and Parvati made to contain the essence of Rajendravar-
man II’s mother Mahendradevi and his father Mahendravarman, and of what 
was presumably the royal lingam under the vocable Sri Rajendreswara. This 
latter was presumably housed in the central tower. The door guardians of the 
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northwest and southwest towers being female, these were presumably the spirit 
houses of Mahendradevi; while those on the northeast and southeast corners 
being male, the dedication would have been to Mahendravarman. An image 
of Parvati presumably originally installed in one of the two western towers, 
is now in the sculpture depot maintained in Siem Reap by the École française 
d’Extrême-Orient.

Pre Rup
The names of the monuments at Angkor, furnished by the country folk who 
for generations have gone in awe of them, are sometimes enigmatic. Pre Rup 
literally means ‘to turn the corpse’, and has reference to the outline of the body, 
which in Cambodian cremation practice was sketched out in the dead person’s 
ashes several times in succession, each sketch differently orientated. The con-
nection between this ceremony and the temple called Pre Rup is to be found 
in a rectangular masonry trough which stands on the east side of the second 
enclosure, on the main axis and facing the main stairway. This is supposed to 
have been a sarcophagus, that of a king who was speared by his own gardener, 
so the legend says, for eating all the sweet cucumbers. French scholars suppose 
that it served as the basement of some light building, or else as a plinth for an 
image of Nandi.

Pre Rup, as already mentioned, stands 1.5 kilometres south of East Mebon 
near kilometre post 17, on the southeast corner of the Grand Circuit. You should 
drive round the south side of the monument and instruct your driver to stop 
opposite the main entrance, facing east, and park under the shade trees. He will 
gladly do so, and will probably haul himself up into your seat as soon as you 
have vacated it, lie across it, and go to sleep.

The second of Rajendravarman II’s two major monuments, Pre Rup, was 
finished in 961, nine years after the completion of East Mebon. It is even more 
overwhelming. It seems to lift itself bodily out of a sea of jungle, an enormous 
rectangle of two concentric courtyards neatly enclosed within high laterite 
walls of good construction, already raised to a height of about 3 metres above 
the surrounding terrain. Upon the terrace of the first or inner courtyard the 
three-stepped pyramid carries aloft its quincunx of towers to a total height of 
15 metres, while the recession on each side is only about 7 metres. The risers of 
the stairs are high, the steps mere ledges, and the stairways more in the nature 
of stone ladders propped against a leaning wall. Its slopes are precipitous, its 
perspectives dramatic and indeed hair-raising. There will be those of you who 
will refuse to attempt the climb. I prescribe it, after all, as an alternative to East 



Chapter 6 Day Two: Morning

~ 77 ~

Plan of Pre Rup
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Mebon rather than in conjunction with it, though I think it would by a very 
narrow margin win my personal vote, for it is perhaps richer in intrinsic content.

The outer or second enclosure was itself originally surrounded by a moat, 
now dry. It measures roughly 132 metres along its north and south faces, 120 
metres along its east and west faces, so that this part of the edifice is much the 
same size as East Mebon. Entry is through a brick gopuram with porches of 
sandstone at the front and back on its axis, and with two side chambers per-
forated with doorways so that they form aisles through which the courtyard 
can also be reached. Within, the east side of the courtyard is almost completely 
blocked by six towers, of which one exists only as a basement; they were none 
of them quite finished, and are today more or less decayed. Three, including 
that comprising only a basement, lie to the north of the axis, three to the south 
– and each group has a common pavement. The middle tower is in each group 
the tallest, and they all face east.

The south, west and north sides of the courtyard are partly occupied with 
long buildings of the dharmasala type, their axes lying parallel to the plane of 
the courtyard wall. They represent the same stage in the evolution of continuous 
galleries as that we saw at East Mebon, and have baluster shaped mullions and 
entrance porches of sandstone on their long axes. They were originally roofed 
with wood and tile.

The inner porch of the entrance gopuram connects up directly with a brick 
gopuram standing at the entrance to the first or inner courtyard, reached by a 
flight of steps. It also has a frontal porch of sandstone, but on plan it is a simple 
rectangle, and the two side entrances are cut into the courtyard wall and lead 
directly through to the interior. This courtyard has a series of long buildings, 
similar to those of the outer courtyard, disposed alongside the enclosure wall 
and prefaced by sandstone porches whose pillars, for the most part, still stand. 
One of these, at the northern end of the east side of the courtyard, is minus 
its front wall, though its pillared portico still survives. Within is the beautiful 
dedicatory stele of 961.59 In this corner is a square building of laterite, open on 
all four sides, of unknown function.

In other respects the courtyard is reminiscent of the first enclosure at Bakong. 
The approach on the east axis is between two rows of frail sandstone pillars, the 
masonry trough earlier referred as to being on its axis, and in the same position 

59 The stele has been removed for safekeeping by APSARA, the ‘Autorité pour a Protection du 
Site et l’Aménagement de la Région d’Angkor’.
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as the stone Nandi at Bakong. To the left and right are twin ‘libraries’ opening 
west, i.e. in the same position and with the same orientation as those at Banteay 
Srei. One contains an isolated stone featuring the nine planets, the other a similar 
stone carved with the figures of ascetics, as at Preah Ko. Immediately beyond 
the trough stands a handsome lingam, perhaps that removed from the central 
shrine above. The courtyard is much larger, namely 90 by 80 metres, than that 
at East Mebon.

Embarking now on our climb to the summit of Pre Rup, we first negotiate 
two flights of stairs leading upwards between two pairs of parapets originally 
bearing sejant lions. It is barely possible to manoeuvre oneself onto the first 
terrace, on which stand twelve stone prasats, four to a side, all facing east, and 
almost completely blocking movement around the terrace. Of the miniature 
linga that these shrines originally housed, one or two are still in situ, most 
beautifully modelled, square below, octagonal in the middle of the shaft, and 
with a cylindrical domed head. A lingam is, of course, a stylised penis, and you 
may remark the delicate incised curved lines representing the frenum or point 
of attachment of the retracted or circumcised foreskin.

A third flight of stairs, also laterite, again leads up between parapets with 
lions en accolade, to a terrace so constricted that it is impossible to set foot on 
it. A fourth flight, again between lion-capped parapets, takes us to the upper 
terrace, 34 metres square. On the east elevation only, a dummy flight of stairs 
to the right and left of the main staircase runs up from the level of the second 
terrace, apparently leading to the southeast and northeast corner shrines, in 
fact serving only the interests of architectural design. Spectacular views of the 
two courtyards below are everywhere afforded, some consolation for the effort 
of the climb.

The five brick shrines facing east are in general similar to those of East 
Mebon, though standing somewhat taller, the central shrine stands on its own 
basement, over 4 metres high, arranged in two tiers carrying the usual precipi-
tous flights of stairs with parapets bearing impressive heraldic lions en accolade. 
Two late Buddha images will be found in the cella, which is 4 metres square.

All the shrines were at one time covered with lime plaster, as at East Mebon, 
that on the southwest corner being best preserved. Of the four shrines at the cor-
ners, those on the west side of the terrace bear female guardians, and contained 
images of Uma into which was assimilated the personality of Jayadevi, who was 
Rajendravarman II’s maternal aunt and the wife of Jayavarman IV. Those on the 
east side bear images of male guardians, and housed in one, an image of Shiva 
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under the vocable Rajendrabhadresvara, indicating Rajendravarman’s predeces-
sor at Angkor, Harshavarman II, the other an image of Vishnu called Rajen-
dravisvarupesvara, assimilating a legendary royal ancestor called Visvarupa. The 
central shrine contained the lingam called Isvara Rajendravarmesvara, that of 
the king incorporated with the devaraja, Shiva, which, as we have seen, may be 
the one now installed in the courtyard below.

On the shrine at the southwest corner, east face, right (north) side, appears 
a four-armed devata with four faces (of which only three can be seen); she is 
Brahmani, Brahma’s consort. On the west face of the same shrine, right (or 
south) side, is Vaishnavi, consort of Vishnu in his Boar Incarnation, her head 
conformably that of a sow. The pilasters on either side of the doorways, the 
doorjambs, lintels and door panels (in the case of the false doors), are elaborately 
carved in the usual manner, perhaps not quite up to the standard of those on 
East Mebon.

~~~

If you have managed to see Pre Rup as well as East Mebon, you will have done a 
good morning’s work. We have nothing arranged for the afternoon of Day Two, 
which you may like to spend in one of the possible alternative ways suggested 
in the Note accompanying the Itinerary and Schedule at the front of this book 
(pp. 34–35).
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A Visit to Banteay Srei (967)

The beautiful temple group called Banteay Srei, ‘Citadel of Women’, lies in heavy 
jungle roughly 30 kilometres northeast of Siem Reap. For several reasons, one 
of which quite frankly is to avoid the presence of other tourists and their atten-
dant noises at this tree-locked shrine where only the sounds of the jungle are 
appropriate, you should make an early start, preferably at sunrise.

The road which the French call Grand Circuit runs northwards for a kilo-
metre or so beyond Prasat Kravan, then turns right alongside the ornamental 
stretch of water called Srah Srang, left again at Pre Rup, then enters the dried 
bed of what was once the East Baray and continues northward past the East 
Mebon. At a point immediately south of the latter temple the route to Banteay 
Srei leaves the Grand Circuit and follows its own indeterminate path, past an 
endless succession of stilt houses aligned along it, past villagers who nowadays 
are too used to the sight of tourists to straighten their backs from their work, and 
children for whom some foreigners are still a huge novelty appealingly greeted 
with cries of delight. The jungle is not particularly interesting hereabouts. Wild 
and beautiful birds are reported, but in my experience rarely seen, and the forest 
lacks the stark grandeur of the great teak avenues found elsewhere at Angkor.

~~~

I shall try not to lyricise over Banteay Srei. Others have, with distinguished suc-
cess, particularly Sacheverall Sitwell in his Red Chapels of Banteay Srei (a book 
which in fact perambulates over the whole of Angkor as well as historical sites 
in India and China).

Banteay Srei was founded in the last year of the reign of Rajendravarman II, 
967, and dedicated in the following year, 968, the first of Jayavarman V’s tem-
ples, by a Brahmin called Yajnavaraha and his younger brother Vishnukumara. 
The names are those of Vaishnavites. Yajnavaraha was in fact Jayavarman V’s 
guru and a grandson of Harshavarman I, the builder of Prasat Kravan; reasons 
of dynastic security tended to require some intermarriage between members of 
the Khmer ruling family and their attendant Brahmin advisors.

~~~
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The first enclosure, the courtyard of the temple proper, measures about 22 by 
24 metres, the east-west axis being the longer. Access is by means of a gopuram 
to the east and another to the west, both on the mid-axis. Within the courtyard 
five buildings are packed rather tightly – three shrines sharing a common ter-
race, two ‘libraries’ in front, one north, one south. This compactness, and the 
fact that the edifices are so small, almost miniature, makes one feel somewhat 
of a Gulliver in a deserted Lilliput of pink stone whose fragile beauty is perhaps 
its best defence against violation. ‘Citadel of Women’ is well named.

Your jeep will put you down near the east gopuram of the third enclosure, and 
you should begin your exploration of the temple-group by walking eastwards 
along the laterite approach chaussée (i.e. away from the temple) and passing 
through the gopuram which terminates it. You now have four gopura, the axis, 
between you and the heart of the complex. It is a question whether the existence 
of east gopuram four predicates a fourth enclosure, now no longer decipherable; 
Glaize seems to think it does.

In what follows, I shall refer repeatedly to the carved tympana on the facades 
of the buildings at Banteay Srei, for they are its chief glory and distinction; at 
this point allow me merely to draw your attention to the subject illustrated on 
the east tympanum of east gopuram four, namely the Rain God, Indra, seated on 

Plan of Banteay Srei
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his three-headed elephant Airavata. The gopuram itself is cruciform, with small 
porches to the west and east on the main axis. To the left and right it is flanked by 
two separate wings, each with doors giving independent access to the causeway, 
which from where we stand runs westwards for a distance of 65 metres as far as 
east gopuram three between two rows of elegant decorative posts with dome-
shaped tops, sixteen pairs in all. On either side is a continuous gallery, its roof 
originally carried on tall, square-section pillars which still stand, facing inwards 
towards the causeway and with a laterite back wall. At roughly mid-distance, 
each gallery is interrupted by a cross-axis marked by a little gopuram, through 
which you may pass, on the north to a single long building with a north-south 
main axis, and on the south to three similarly orientated buildings standing 
side-by-side. The tympanum of the building in the north shows Vishnu in his 
man-lion incarnation, Narasimha, gutting the demon-king Hiranyakashipu; the 
central of the three southern buildings shows you Shiva on his vehicle, Nandi, 
with Parvati mounted sideways behind him.

East gopuram three, i.e. the entrance to the third or present outermost enclo-
sure, is cruciform on the plan and has two small porches on its axis, fore and aft. 
As in the case of east gopuram four, it has two lateral wings giving independent 
access to the enclosure. It is largely in ruins. The tympanum of its east porch, 
however, has been reconstituted, and lies on the ground outside, a few yards 
north of the entrance to the gopuram; it features the rape of Sita by the yaksha 
Viradha.

The third enclosure, surrounded by a simple laterite wall, measures 110 
metres from east to west and 95 metres from north to south. It is occupied 
mainly by two enormous tanks to the left and right of the main axis, almost 
completely encircling the second enclosure, which is set back a little west of 
the centre of enclosure three. From the west porch of gopuram three to the east 
porch of gopuram two is a distance of roughly 30 metres.

East gopuram two, closely similar on the plan to east gopura three and four, 
introduces us to a novel type of triangular gable, terminating at the sides in tall 
volutes or antefixes arching upwards like the necks of swans, and with a delicate, 
leaf-like motive (acroterium) at the apex of the gable. Within this frame, the 
tympanum of the porch features a vegetal motive amidst which appears a god, 
perhaps Vishnu; below is a kala demon with open grimacing jaws balanced on 
five-clawed feet. The gable is clearly based on a bargeboard model, presumably 
a feature of contemporary palace architecture.

The tympanum of the gopuram inside the porch shows Vishnu’s consort 
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Lakshmi, flanked by two elephants who are giving her a lustration from their 
uplifted trunks – the motif known as Gajalakshmi.

The second enclosure, measuring 42 by 38 metres, is virtually a corridor 
surrounding the first enclosure and containing six long narrow buildings paral-
lel to its walls; two are on the east side, two on the west, with one long one on 
each of the north and south sides. A mere step leads from east gopuram two 
to east gopuram one, which has neither porches nor functional wings. Its east 
tympanum features an eight-armed dancing Shiva. The flamboyant curvilinear 
fronton is repeated twice above, the first in abbreviated form upon the façade 
of the gable, the second forming the profile of the gable itself. The doorway is 
framed with octagonal pilasters seeming to support the lintel, on either side of 
which are rectangular doorjambs, richly carved. A pair of lions on plinths guard 
the entrance to the gopuram with its short flight of steps, while the left and right 
sides of the building have rectangular false window frames with baluster-shaped 
stone mullions.

Such richness lies inside the stone-flagged first enclosure, reached after pass-
ing through east gopuram one, that I scarcely know where to begin to describe it. 
The dedicatory stele, which was found in east gopuram four in 1936, mentions 
the founding of the temple in 967, when building operations presumably began, 
and its dedication the following year. It speaks of Shiva and his shakti, or female 
essence, eulogises the reigning Jayavarman V, and specifies the installation in the 
central shrine of a Shiva lingam called Sri Tribhuvanamahesvara, another lingam 
in the south shrine, and an image of Vishnu in the north shrine. The images no 
longer remain, and the tiny interiors of the three shrines are bare and featureless.

The shrines stand on a common platform 90 centimetres high. The central 
shrine has a frontal porch leading into an entrance hall (antarasala), square on 
the plan, beyond which a short passage connects with the cella, situated directly 
beneath the prasat tower; the north and south shrines comprise only their cellas. 
The central shrine stands 9.8 metres high, the side shrines 8.34 metres; interi-
ors are 1.9 and 1.7 metres square respectively. All three open towards the east, 
although the entrance hall of the central shrine has two additional doorways 
opening north and south.

The shrines are square on the plan though in fact their walls are redented, 
precisely as those of the brick prasats at Bakong – i.e. three steps inwards from 
the parapets flanking the doorways up to the corner angles – which gives them a 
somewhat rounded appearance that is even more noticeable on the false storeys 
above the main elevation. Each of these upper storeys reproduces at small scale 
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the principal features of the main elevation beneath, false doorways with lintels 
and tympana over, and standing or seated door guardians in leaf-shaped niches 
at the sides. Miniature prasats are mounted on the corners of the projecting 
cornices above each storey, and each shrine is crowned with an amrita kalasa, 
or ‘vase of plenty’.

The superabundant carving on the main elevation of each is reproduced 
throughout the entire building, so that whether seen in profile or in frontal 
view, there is scarcely a line unbroken, or a surface barren of ornamentation. 
Simple in ultimate analysis, and architectonically satisfying, the total effect is 
indescribably rich.

Doorways, whether functional or false, have octagonal pilasters at their sides, 
supporting the lintels; outside are rectangular doorjambs with projecting cor-
nices above, carrying beautifully detailed makaras spouting lofty seven-headed 
nagas from their mouths. The narrow panels constituting the side walls have 
deep niches containing images of guardians, those of the central shrine male, 
of the north and south shrines, female.

They are less hieratic and more three-dimensional, more solid, than those of 
Phnom Bakheng or Preah Ko. The bodies of the dvarapalas are slightly flexed in 
the posture called in India tribhanga, and the proportions are more attenuated, 
an effect heightened by a tall cylindrical chignon of hair bound round with a 
fillet. Their bodies, like those of the women, are naked to the waist; the right 
hand grasps a lance, the left a lotus stem that trails downwards. The women, 
who might appropriately be termed either female godlings, devata, or female 
guardians, dvarapalika, stand in frontal pose with feet pointing outwards. This 
is remarkable since sculptors of earlier and later Khmer schools could not or 
would not represent feet in this natural position, but turned them into the sur-
face plane of the bas-relief, at right angles to their natural position.

The body inclines somewhat at the hip. While one arm stretches downwards 
and holds a lotus bud on a short stem, the other is flexed at the elbow; it, too, 
holds a lotus stem, which enfolds the shoulders like a scarf and then falls indo-
lently down the right arm to terminate as a lotus bud just below the jewelled 
armlet. The figure is somewhat stocky, the waist substantial compared with the 
sylph-like Indian version as represented, let us say, by the willowy nayika figures 
that grace the 12th century Rajarani temple at Bhubaneswar in Orissa State, of 
a similar rose-coloured stone.

The modelling of the breasts is stylised after the Indian fashion, the breast 
being conceived of as half an orb whose planes are marked off sharply from 
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those of the rest of the torso. The pierced earlobes are unnaturally lengthened, 
and carry delicately worked disc-shaped earrings. An elaborate chaplet encircles 
the shoulders, in part supported by the jutting breasts, and subtly emphasising 
the cleft between them. The coiffure is simple, and falls in two plaits behind. A 
pair of pins, with disc-shaped heads similar to the earrings, is fixed in the hair 
over the temples. A heavy jewelled girdle encircles the sampot, and paired plain 
bracelets and anklets complete the costume. The face is rounded, the cheeks 
full, and the expression gracious. The neck is marked by three parallel carved 
lines, the midriff below the breasts by a single line that follows their contours.

Shiva and Vishnu, the gods of the north and south prasats thus live in royal 
bliss, comforted by the eternal presence of these female ministrants of the palace, 
the Citadel of Women. For whether we call them devata or dvarapalika, they 
are in truth bondswomen of the palace, stone effigies of the king’s women, his 
sexual captives, whose passive status needs no other indication than the jewelled 
thongs in which they are trussed up.

It is upon the tympana, frames or frontons, and gables of the buildings in this 
first courtyard, but especially those of the twin ‘libraries’, that the luxuriant art of 
Banteay Srei really shines forth. The curviform, spangled frame of the tympanum 
over the lintel is thrice repeated, effortlessly it would seem, and with a sort of 
Rococco munificence, while within the tympana episodes in the mythical lives 
of the gods of India are illustrated. These represent an iconographic innovation 
in Khmer art. The language is polyglot, now Shaivite, now Vaishnavite, and 
while Indian sculptural precedent can be found for some, others appear to be 
of Khmer inspiration.

Ravananugrahamurti, that is the image of Ravana attempting to shake Mount 
Kailasa, as seen on the east face of the south ‘library’, is an Indian invention 
somewhat modified. The mountain, in the shape of a contemporary Khmer 
stepped temple-pyramid, let us say Baksei Chamkrong, is peopled with gods 
and godlings. On its summit sits Shiva, with a diminutive Parvati perched on 
his left thigh, her right arm fastened around his right shoulder, her face turned 
away in terrified expectation of disaster. On the lowest tier, Ravana lifts his seven 
hands upwards, heaves at the mountain with his multitude of arms, flexing legs 
and tensing body in the extremity of his effort. Beasts and demons fly before 
him. Casually, Shiva presses the big toe of his right foot down upon the ground 
in front of him. All movement stops. Ravana, impotent, is imprisoned beneath 
the mountain’s bulk. The scene is exemplary, explicit, instantly recognisable to 
anyone familiar with the Indian iconography. The closest parallel may perhaps 
be the version on the front face of the tower of the Parashuramesvara temple at 
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Bhubaneswar, two hundred years older, but other famous examples such as that 
at Elephanta and those in Cave fourteen and on the wall of the Kailasa temple 
at Ellora, show much the same composition and are somewhat nearer in date.

The corresponding scene on the north ‘library’, by contrast, is unfamiliar in 
India. It shows, above, Indra seated on his three-headed elephant, surrounded 
with worshippers, discharging onto Earth his life-giving rain. Clouds appear as 
parallel undulating horizontal lines beneath which the rain descends torrentially 
in two showers of lance-like ridges, which one might mistake for the bamboo 
roofing of a peasant hut but for the presence of the three-headed naga, God of 
the Waters. Below is the forest at Brindaban, wherein the child Krishna and his 
brother Balarama walk among jungle animals of several kinds. The west face 
of this ‘library’ shows Krishna killing Kamsa. The scene takes place in a palace 
building presumably resembling contemporary Khmer wooden constructions. 
Thus this ‘library’, opening towards a shrine dedicated to Vishnu, exhibits themes 
allusive of Vishnu (since Krishna is an incarnation of Vishnu).

The west face of the south ‘library’ returns to Mount Kailasa. It shows on 
the right Kama, God of Love, discharging an arrow towards the central seated 
figure of Shiva, who proudly turns to face him. In his right hand, Shiva receives 
a rosary, presented by Parvati, who kneels in supplication to the left of the scene. 
This, too, is rarely if ever seen in India.

The remaining tympana, those on the prasats, are less distinguished. That 
over the entrance porch of the central shrine, facing east again, shows Indra on 
Airavata. That over the west false door of the central shrine shows the rape of 
Sita by Viradha, a composition similar to that on the east porch of east gopuram 
three. That on the west face of the south shrine and on the north face of the 
central shrine shows Shiva on Nandi. That on the east face of west gopuram 
two shows a theme curiously popular with Khmer artists, the fight between the 
monkey kings Valin and Sugriva over the throne of Lanka. That on the west face 
of east gopuram one shows Shiva’s consort Parvati in the form Mahisasuramar-
dini, ‘Slayer of the Great (Buffalo) Demon’, mounted on her lion.

One other feature at Banteay Srei remains to be noted – paired lions at the 
short stairheads as seen at Bakong, Preah Ko, Bakheng, and so on – are here 
replaced by pairs of chimeras with human bodies and the hands of monkeys, 
lions, vultures (garuda), or monsters (rakshasa).60

60 The figures have been removed for safekeeping by APSARA, the ‘Autorité pour 
a Protection du Site et l’Aménagement de la Région d’Angkor’ and replaced with 
reproductions.
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A Visit to Phimeanakas, ca. 1000, and Baphuon, ca. 1060

These two monuments are near to each other in date, Baphuon having been built 
by Udayadityavarman II (r. 1050–1066), and Phimeanakas, in the form we now 
see it, by Suryavarman I (r. 1002–1050) or one of his immediate predecessors. 
They lie close together in the northwest quarter of present Angkor Thom, and 
perhaps imply another move for the Khmer capital and its royal palace. As with 
the hypothetical ‘ville d’est’ of Rajendravarman II, however, certain orientations 
towards older foci are preserved. Thus Phimeanakas is 2.6 kilometres due north 
of Phnom Bakheng and at the exact intersection of the main north-south axis 
of Yashodharapura and the east-west axis of East Baray, along which the later 
Avenue of Victory is also aligned. Baphuon is 2.4 kilometres due north of Phnom 
Bakheng, 3 kilometres due west of Ta Keo, and 7 kilometres west of East Baray.

Phimeanakas
Phimeanakas can be reached from the north by a path leading from Preah 
Palilay, which I shall define later. It can be reached also from the east by a path 
leading from the Elephant Terrace into the enclosure called the Royal Palace 
through the main gopuram on its east side. It can be approached from the south 
by a path passing round the vast Baphuon to the middle of its northern side, 
and thence through a postern in the Royal Palace wall. The monument itself is 
best climbed on its west face where the stairway, though phenomenally steep, 
is at least whole.

Phimeanakas lies roughly in the middle of the huge rectangle known as 
the Royal Palace, enclosed by double laterite walls, some 600 metres long, 
250 metres wide, and 6 metres high. There is evidence that work had already 
begun upon this enclosure, and upon the Phimeanakas that originally stood 
at its centre, as early as the year 928, during the reign of Isanavarman II. 
Rajendravarman II may have occupied, finished or rebuilt this Phimeanakas 
upon his return from Koh Ker in 944, but whether he used it as his Mount 
Meru is debatable. As we have just seen, two other monuments may claim to 
have housed his royal lingam.

Chapter 8

Day Three: Afternoon
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Plan of Phimenakas
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In its essential form, the present Phimeanakas seems to have been built by 
Jayavarman V, but Jayaviravarman may have added to it, and Suryavarman I 
(r. 1002–1050) may have completed it with its tower. At some time early in the 
reign of Jayavarman VII (r. 1181-ca. 1219), the ground level of the entire enclo-
sure was raised to a height of about 0.8 metres, and late in his reign raised again 
to a total height of 2.5 metres above its original level so that when Phimeanakas 
was first found, the lowest of its three tiers was buried in earth to a depth of 
almost half its height. In clearing this earth, traces were found of light wooden 
structures built against the side of the monument, especially on its east face, and 
it is assumed that these were the sleeping quarters of the king and his attendants.

The ground plan of the Royal Palace has been deciphered as having com-
prised five zones: to the east an official audience area; in the middle, a royal 
enclosure, including Phimeanakas and a residential palace building; to the west, 
the women’s quarters with a separate service section. Inside the west wall, run-
ning the entire width of the enclosure, was an enigmatic closed courtyard; and 
along the northern wall, extending through the royal enclosure and the women’s 
quarters, was a series of stone-lined bathing pools.

Phimeanakas is a controversial monument, as I have said, and the French 
scholars do not agree among themselves as to what type of edifice it really rep-
resents. Glaize, who refers to it as a secondary monument, states that with its 
rectangular plan and single shrine above, it was unsuited to serve as the seat of 
the royal lingam, located at the heart of the city, but was rather a private chapel 
tucked away in the interior of the Royal Palace. This view lends credence, as we 
shall shortly see, to observations made by the Chinese traveller Chou Ta-Kuan. 
But why should its rectangular plan and single apical shrine disqualify such a 
monument as a Mount Meru? The first temple-mountain at Angkor, namely 
Bakong, is precisely so planned. So is Baksei Chamkrong, so is Baphuon.

Coedès, on the contrary, avers that Phimeanakas was the centre of the 
Angkor of Jayavarman V, as was Baphuon of Udayadityavarman II; in that case 
it certainly housed Jayavarman’s royal lingam. But did it?

According to Coedès, one of the epithets in use in Cambodia at this time 
for temple-pyramids imitating Mount Meru was Hemasringagiri or Golden 
Mountain. Chou Ta-Kuan uses the expression jinta, ‘Gold Tower’, when speaking 
of a monument within the Royal Palace and within the king’s quarters usually 
identified as Phimeanakas – or at least as the prasat on its summit. Chou reports 
a local belief current at the time of his visit, 1296, which was that every night the 
Khmer ruler went to bed in the Gold Tower with a young woman, none other 
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than the spirit of the nine-headed naga ancestor who controlled the destiny of 
the Khmer soil and the fate of the entire Khmer nation. This meeting was not 
so much a pleasure as a sort of curse. Intercourse with the priestess was magi-
cal communication with the naga ancestor, and it was imperative that it should 
constantly be renewed. Should the naga ever fail to materialise, Chou learnt, 
sudden death would come to the ruler, and if he failed to turn up, there would 
be a national disaster.

The open shrine, which at present crowns the monument, is a late construc-
tion open on all four sides. Perhaps the Gold Tower of which the locals spoke to 
Chou, and which was presumably being used by Indravarman III (r. 1295–1307) 
at the time of Chou’s visit to Cambodia, was of lighter construction – of wood, 
perhaps, with a tiled roof, and elegantly and warmly furnished within. As it is 
now, enveloped in its dank and forbidding stone envelope, and with its draughty 
summit so steeply poised, Phimeanakas is scarcely the place one would have 
chosen oneself for such an appointment. Hardly le choix amoureux, one would 
have thought. At the end of the first watch, the king was free to go home to his 
wives and concubines, his informants told Chou, seeming to suggest that he was 
glad enough to be able to do so.

Phimeanakas
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Possibly a vestige of the old legend was retained in the local name Phime-
anakas, which comes from the Sanskrit vimana alasa meaning ‘aerial palace’, 
and suggests that the tower was actually lived in by the king, on certain occa-
sions at least. The remains of light structures standing against the east face of 
Phimeanakas, noticed a moment ago, perhaps represent the quarters to which 
the king returned each night.

We have to ask ourselves whether the practice reported to Chou was engaged 
in by the original builders of Phimeanakas, whoever they may have been, or 
merely a degenerate ritual enacted three centuries later at the time of Chou’s 
visit, or simply a fairy tale. We have no evidence that it was a regular feature of 
Khmer royal life. The question still remains, then, was Phimeanakas originally 
a Mount Meru? Did it house a royal lingam? If so, whose?

No trace remains of any system of concentric enclosures surrounding 
Phimeanakas, though the base of the monument is closely invested by a fosse 
partly filled during the rainy season. Here and there a sandstone image of a lion, 
thrown down from one of the parapets above, forlornly lies half in, half out of 
the water. At its base the pyramid measures 35 metres from east to west and 28 
metres from north to south. At its summit, 12 metres higher, the corresponding 
dimensions are 30 and 23 metres. Thus the monument is recessed only 5 metres 
in a rise of 12, making the ascent even steeper than that of Pre Rup, which rises 
12 metres in 7 metres. Its three tiers, faced with laterite, are 4.6 metres, 4 metres 
and 3.4 metres high from bottom to top of the monument. Its stairway on all four 
sides is continuous (except where broken) there being no access to the narrow 
terraces at each level. The stair leads up between six pairs of parapets, two for 
each tier, all originally adorned with handsome lions en accolade. Inaccessible as 
they are, the ledges have stone elephants planted at their corners, as on Bakong 
and East Mebon, though of much reduced size.

Around the topmost tier, like a sort of coronet, runs a continuous vaulted 
gallery of sandstone, the first of its kind to appear at Angkor, its tiny vault 
measuring only 2 metres in height, 1 metre in width. Small sandstone pavilions 
stand at the four corners, while at the midpoints of the sides are sandstone 
gopura each with a central passageway and two side-wings. The sides of the 
gallery, within and without, take the form of rows of windows, real or false, with 
baluster-moulded mullions.

The top terrace is thus a galleried courtyard similar to that we shall find 
repeated, at large scale, on Baphuon and at Angkor Wat. It carries a single central 
tower standing on a three-stepped basement 2.5 metres high, of which the lowest 
step is laterite, the second and third sandstone. The tower itself is square, but 
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four open porches of equal size placed opposite the cardinal points render it in 
effect cruciform. Glaize suggests that this dilapidated and dreary structure was 
put up some time after the disappearance of the Gold Tower of Chou Ta-Kuan, 
which Glaize supposes was made of some impermanent stuff.

An inscription of the year 910, to be seen on the doorjambs of the east porch 
of this construction, has suggested to some that the original Phimeanakas may 
even date back to Yashovarman I’s day. It is now generally agreed that the stones 
concerned are materials transferred from one of the shrines at Phnom Bakheng 
when the present tower was built.

Baphuon

“Seeing that, in the middle of Jambudvipa, the dwelling of the gods, arises 
the mountain of gold [Hemadri-Meru], he (Udayadityavarman) made, as by 
emulation, a mountain of gold [Svarnadri] in the centre of his city. On the crest 
of the mountain of gold, in a temple of gold, shining with a celestial brilliance, 
he erected a linga of Shiva, honoured with ablutions at the prescribed times. By 
this king, the sage Sankarapandita, versed in all the sciences, was employed as 
guru, in view of the perfect efficacy of his sacrifices. On (this) mountain, the 
ornament of the three worlds, in the fortunate half of the month, this illustrious 
sage was instituted priest of (this) linga of gold by this protector of the earth.”

Thus says the Lovek inscription of about 1065, clearly setting forth the gen-
eral circumstances surrounding the installation of a royal lingam, as practised 
by the Khmer rulers, in a temple imitating Mount Meru, which was to be the 
abode of the king, identified with the devaraja, in death as in life. It refers to 
Baphuon, built about 1060 by Udayadityavarman II (r. 1050–1066), perhaps a 
son of Suryavarman I, perhaps a grandson or grandnephew.

Baphuon is best approached by a track leading off the road that runs round 
Bayon at a point just south of the refreshment stalls. A notice here says ‘accès 
interdit’ and relates to an extensive reconstruction of the monument now 
being undertaken by French archaeologists; it presumably is meant to place 
responsibility for his personal safety upon the visitor himself, and he should 
act accordingly.61

61 Restoration of Baphuon was finally completed in 2011 and is now open to visitors. See the 
late Pascal Royère’s account of his fifteen-year restoration of the Baphuon, Le Baphuon de 
la restauration à l’histoire architecturale, EFEO Mémoires Archéologiques 27 (Paris EFEO, 
2017). 
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Baphuon is in its way the most stupendous monument of all Angkor. And 
when reconstruction is complete, there are bound to be those who will declare 
it in every way the finest of them all. Four things about it stand out: its massive 
size; its superb approach – an elevated causeway mounted on 160 ranks of pillars, 
three in a rank, set in what was perhaps the bed of a great tank; the really stag-
gering sandstone basement that forms the retaining wall of the third, or outer, 
enclosure; last, the bas-reliefs that decorate the walls of the entrance gopuram 
to the second enclosure.

~~~

There was originally a fourth, or outermost, enclosure measuring 425 metres on 
the east-west axis and 125 metres from north to south. Its front elevation was 
made up of three cruciform gopura, of which only their basement remains, all 
connected by a continuous corridor within. They stand in line with the Elephant 
Terrace and with the central tower of Bayon, both later constructions.

From this monumental entrance one passes out onto the above-mentioned 
raised causeway which sweeps forward for over 200 metres to a gopuram built 
over it, and blocking it, at about two- thirds its length. Lateral porches lead onto 
short terraces. That on the south side terminates in a flight of steps leading down 
to a rectangular tank, now dry, measuring 37 by 38 metres; but I am not certain 
whether this was an original feature of the design, or whether in fact the whole 
area on the eastern side of enclosure four was not an artificial lake across which 
the approach chaussée ran like a continuous girder bridge.

Baphuon is in essence a vast retaining wall or shell of laterite faced with 
sandstone and built over a man-made mound of earth, which forms its core. 
Despite some attempt on the part of its makers to drain this mass the wall has 
never proven adequate to resist internal stresses caused by water erosion which 
over the centuries, and particularly it appears in recent years, has reduced the 
monument to a shambles, or to what Glaize calls ‘un vaste chantier’ – a stone-
mason’s yard.

Both on plan and in elevation Baphuon is a logical development from East 
Mebon and Pre Rup. It consists of three concentric enclosures, each surrounded 
by a continuous sandstone gallery with corner towers, and with entrance gopura 
at the midpoints of the sides. The fact that the enclosures are so surrounded, 
and that they were originally flagged, makes it possible to speak of them as 
courtyards, but in another sense they are terraces, each lifted high above the 
one that encloses it. Thus the third or outer enclosure (courtyard or terrace) 
is 3.5 metres above the surrounding terrain, the second is 7 metres above the 
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Plan of Baphuon
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third, and the first is 10 metres above the second. It would appear from this 
that the height of the successive terraces increases rather than diminishes from 
below upwards, but actually the second and first terraces are stepped inwards 
once, or were originally, so that in effect Baphuon is a five-stepped pyramid of 
almost standard form.

Its third or outer enclosure measures about 120 metres from east to west 
and 100 metres from north to south along its outside wall. This is the basement 
previously noticed, a leviathan structure 3.5 metres high, moulded with the 
most striking architectural effect throughout its entire length of almost half a 
kilometre. Standing under it, one feels dwarfed into insignificance.

The enclosure has four entrance gopura placed at the cardinal points, those 
on the east-west axis having separate side chambers with doorways leading 
through them into the interior. Within there are, or were, two pairs of ‘libraries’, 
one on the north side and one on the south, each pair facing inwards towards 
the monument, and each having been once yoked crosswise together by a little 
causeway raised on pillars. Similar causeways also ran between the side chambers 
of the gopura and the libraries, which they stand opposite, and to east and west 
a single causeway crossed the floor of the enclosure to the single flight of stairs 
leading up the retaining wall of the second enclosure. Of this system scarcely 
a trace remains; nor is there much left of the gallery that once surrounded the 
enclosure on all four sides.

~~~

To revert to actuality, entry to the third or outer enclosure is best gained by a 
ramp recently built up the southeast face of its retaining wall in order to allow 
passage of trucks onto its terrace. The whole eastern side of the enclosure includ-
ing its entrance gopuram is under repair, but you can climb the staircase leading 
to the second enclosure on this side if you feel so inclined. Alternatively, you 
may walk round the enclosure to the midpoint of the west face and there scale 
– the word is no exaggeration – the stairway set against it leading up to west 
gopuram two. You should do this anyway, since west gopuram two has the finest 
set of bas-relief carvings at present available for inspection on the monument.

Once arrived at the level of the second enclosure – the surrounding vaulted 
gallery is almost complete – you will find it barely possible to walk round its west, 
south and east sides, while the north side is entirely blocked by enormous fallen 
masses of masonry and (in 1966) by a thatch of scaffolding sprouting around its 
north gopuram, which is undergoing restoration. The enclosure is scarcely more 
than a corridor, wedged between its outer gallery and its inner wall, the retain-
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ing wall of the first or inner enclosure, the topmost terrace, 10 metres above.

Above is little more than rubble. A circular cement staircase at the south-
west corner, built in recent years by the Conservateur, leads up to what seems 
to be the brow of a hill. There were in fact twelve stairways, three on each side, 
leading up the original central pyramid, past its intermediate terrace to the 
topmost terrace or innermost courtyard, on which a single shrine once stood. 
This shrine, possibly as much as 50 metres high, was perhaps made of wood 
faced with copper plates, in which case it would have been the ‘copper tower’, 
higher than Bayon, mentioned by Chou Ta-Kuan. Its stepped basement remains, 
but in general all this part of the building looks as desolate and featureless as 
a bombed city block – so high, so suspended in space, that I do not think you 
will care to linger more than a few moments.

~~~

Primitive in their pictorial composition and sparse in their thematic material, 
the Baphuon bas-reliefs have a strange vividness and a sort of disturbing appeal, 
reminding one of the hunting scenes on Chinese inlaid bronzes of the 4th cen-
tury bc or the harvesting scenes on the Mycencean Vapphio Cup. They are to 
be found mainly on the gopura of the second enclosure, but, in consequence of 

Bas-reliefs at Baphuon



An Angkor Roundabout

~ 98 ~

a series of subsidences, south and east gopura two have had to be dismantled, 
and only those on the west and north sides are open for inspection today. Many 
of the bas reliefs were put back into their original positions during the recent 
restoration. I shall describe only a few of them.

The west gopuram consists of a central square chamber with a tower, with 
a pair of porches opening outwards and inwards, with two lateral wings with 
large rectangular windows on both sides. The south wing, in elevation a little 
lower than the main gopuram, has on its outer or right wall an apsara with feet 
turned sideways, i.e. parallel to the plane of the wall. In the left of the window, 
right of the entrance porch is a set of five registers of bas-reliefs carved on the 
south wall of the gopuram proper. Reading from top to bottom we have, in 
the top panel, people who appear to be worshippers. In panel two is a scene of 
warfare, probably illustrating an incident in the Battle of Lanka as related in the 
Ramayana; in the middle of the scene a being sits astride a lingam, while to the 
left two men, one of whom is prostrate, are fighting in a palace pavilion; to the 
right is an archer. In panel three, on the right, Shiva is shown giving arms to a 
kneeling Rama; on the left a man stands on a pedestal, right arm upraised, left 
holding a noose or coil of rope. In panel four, a warrior leaps upon an enemy’s 
chariot, grasps him by the hair, and is about to transfix him. The bottom panel 
features a troop of musicians.

At right angles to this set of registers, that is to say on the south side wall 
of the entrance porch, is another set of five bas-relief scenes. Panel one, at the 
top, discloses a four-faced Brahma seated on a throne attended by two kneeling 
figures; below are four flying sacred geese, hamsa, Brahma’s special symbols. 
Panel two shows two archers and a bullock chariot outside a palace gateway. 
Panel three shows a man who, by some strange levitation, has somersaulted over 
an elephant whose foot rests on the palm of his hand. The bottom panel shows 
musicians carrying a portable gong.

The north gopuram of the second enclosure, which was under scaffolding at 
the beginning of 1966, is now free. On its north face, to the left of the entrance 
porch, is a set of five registers of bas-relief carvings. Panel one, at the top, shows 
Rama, borne aloft by Hanuman, attacking the 1,000 headed, multi-armed 
demon Ravana, who stands erect, one foot implanted on the back of one of two 
monsters with human heads who draw his chariot. Panel two shows the monkey 
kings Hanuman and Nila similarly attacking Ravana in his chariot. Panel three 
shows a fight between Hanuman and one of the rakshasas. Panel four shows 
Rama in his chariot, letting fly the arrow that will end the battle. The bottom 
panel is indecipherable.



Chapter 8 Day Three: Afternoon

~ 99 ~

Facing this set, at right angles, is another set of five. Panels one and two 
show isolated combats between monkeys of Hanuman’s army and rakshasas; 
note, in panel one, a chipmunk on the trunk of the tree to the left. Panel three 
reveals Sita seated in a grove of Ashoka trees within Ravana’s palace, guarded 
on the right by three rakshasas of whom the middle has a bull’s head. To the 
left is the kneeling figure of Hanuman, who has come to Sita to bring word of 
her husband Rama. She is handing him the ring which will prove to Rama that 
his mission has been accomplished. Panel four shows Ravana, at the height of 
battle, discharging a sheaf of arrows from his chariot, proudly drawn by two 
human-headed monsters. Panel five is unintelligible.
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A Visit to Angkor Wat, 1113–1150

Your first view of Angkor Wat will have been from the air as you flew in, and 
it will be the last visual memory you will carry away with you when you take 
off in the early morning a week later; the pilot obligingly circumnavigates the 
monument clockwise a few moments before touching down on the airstrip to 
the west, and again immediately after take-off.62 This is as it should be, in a way, 
since Angkor Wat is what most people come to Angkor to see, and indeed, until 
they actually get there, are often unaware that there is anything else around. It 
also falls in the middle of the chronological architectural development, and so 
may claim to be considered ‘classical’, as opposed to the monuments we have 
reviewed so far, and to the last great batch of buildings, attributed to Jayavarman 
VII, which could be called ‘post-classical’, ‘late’, or even ‘decadent’. I myself attach 
little value to such labels as applied to the monuments of Angkor.

Angkor Wat also justifies its preeminence in tourist brochures because it is, 
by and large, the best preserved of all Angkor monuments, as well as one of the 
biggest. It probably owes its immaculateness to its moat, a magnificent stretch 
of water which you will have noticed from the air, in total length not less than 
5.5 kilometres and nearly 200 metres wide, by which its natural enemy the forest 
was kept at bay after all human adversaries had left. Angkor Wat was also the first 
monument in Cambodia to have been discovered by European missionaries and 
colonialists,63 and the first to have been identified as a royal mausoleum rather 
than a temple pure and simple. Its name means ‘the City-Temple’.

That Angkor Wat was originally built as a tomb seems to have been under-

62 Most airlines do not take this approach into Siem Reap today.
63 Willetts would have learnt from Bernard Groslier that he had collated and translated the 

16th century Portuguese and Spanish accounts of Angkor, in particular, the Portuguese 
historian historian’s Diogo do Couto’s account of the Capuchin Monk Fr. Antonio da 
Magdalene’s visit to Angkor Wat, in his Angkor et le Cambodge au XVIesiècle d’apres 
les sources Portugaiss et Espagnoles, Annales du Musée Guimet, t. LXIIIe (Paris: Presses 
Universaitaire de France, 1958).
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stood by Chou Ta-Kuan64 as early as 1296. After giving his readers a detailed and 
really very true picture of Angkor Thom, he goes on to say that outside its south 
gate, at a distance of about half a li, or about 274 metres, one came to a tower 
of stone – perhaps Bakheng – which he was told had been built by a legendary 
Chinese craftsman called Lou Pan in the course of a single night. He goes on: 
“Lou Pan’s tomb stands one li [549 metres] outside the south gate (of Angkor 
Thom), its perimeter being nearly 10 li [5.36 kilometres; the actual distances 
are more like 732 metres and 5.63 metres – still, close enough]; there are several 
hundred rooms.” Chou seems to have cottoned on to a local legend that says 
that the legendary Indian architect, Vishwakarma, built a palace in the form of 
the ‘Heaven of the Thirty-three Gods (Trayastrimsa Heaven)’, at the request of 
Indra, on behalf of a Cambodian prince who had died and had subsequently 
been reincarnated, and that this palace was Angkor Wat. The legend clearly 
implies that a local king, Suryavarman II in fact, had undergone deification 
at Angkor Wat, as had so many other Khmer kings in so many other heavenly 
mountains. It is not surprising that the legendary account should have persisted 
down to Chou’s time, or that he should have replaced the Indian culture-hero 
by the Chinese in his personal report.

In 1860, an Englishman named D. O. King seems to have described Angkor 
Wat as a microcosm of Mount Meru. On January the 22nd of the following year, 
1861, the French naturalist Henri Mouhot stumbled across it in the course of 
his wanderings through rustic Cambodia, and by his enthusiastic championing 
of its historical meaning brought it to the attention of the learned world. The 
glimpse he caught of it through the forest glade was, he said, a revelation, like 
being “suddenly transported from barbarism to civilisation, from profound 
darkness to light”. Thenceforward Angkor was to become a preserve of French 
scholarship, almost exclusively so since the founding of the École française 
d’Extrême-Orient in 1900.

A Dutch scholar, F. D. K. Bosch, was first to argue for substantial reasons 
that Angkor Wat was a royal tomb. He pointed out that in Indonesia, tombs 
are circumambulated in a counter-clockwise direction, the opposite to that fol-
lowed by worshippers at a Hindu or Buddhist shrine. The latter path is called 
pradakshina, the former prasarya. The fact that the bas-reliefs of Angkor Wat 

64 Chou’s text reads: “Half a li or so beyond the south gate is Stone tower Mountain (Phnom 
Bakheng). According to legend Lu Ban built it in a single night. Lu Ban’s tomb (Angkor Wat) 
is about one li beyond the south gate. It is about ten li in circumference, and has several 
hundred stone chambers.” Quoted from translation by Peter Harris, Zhou Daguan: A record 
of Cambodia – The land and its people (Chiang Mai: Silkworm Books, 2007), p. 48.
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follow a counter-clockwise sequence, and can only be read properly while cir-
cumambulating the monument with the reliefs to your left, strongly suggests 
that it was meant to be so circumambulated, and hence manifest its funerary 
character. Moreover, there is the significant fact that Angkor Wat alone of all 
Angkor monuments opens towards the west, a quarter associated with Vishnu. 
There is today general agreement that it was the mausoleum of Suryavarman II, 
that he was therein deified in the substance of a stone image of Vishnu installed 
in the central and tallest of the five towers on its summit, and that upon his death 
it was kept alive as his ‘spirit-body’, Mount Meru, vnam kantal, or ‘heavenly 
palace’, for as long as the Khmer writ continued to run. Its building probably 
occupied most of his reign, and its dedication appears to have been made before 
he died. In this respect, too, Angkor Wat is unique.

When Hinayana Buddhism began to replace the Khmer king-cult as the 
state religion during the 15th century, the religious character of Angkor changed. 
Today no single icon testifies to its original Brahmanical context. For practi-
cal purposes, it is a Buddhist temple or shrine, supporting a monastery in the 
grounds outside, and with a collection of standing and seated Buddha images 
prominently exposed, and under continuous worship, in the south wing of its 
forecourt.

~~~

Angkor Wat is orientated with respect to the ancient city of Yashodharapura, as I 
have already remarked. It lies in the southeast quarter of that city, most of which 
it fills. Its ground plan can best be understood by referring to that of Baphuon, 
finished fifty years before Angkor Wat was begun. There are four successive 
enclosures, not concentric, the outermost of which is delimited by the outside 
measurements of the moat, 1,500 metres from west to east, 1,300 metres from 
north to south. The moat is lined throughout its length with laterite steps leading 
down to a depth of 3 metres, and is finished above with a continuous moulded 
sandstone parapet. Inside the moat, the fourth enclosure is surrounded by a wall 
measuring 1,025 by 800 metres, the west-east axis being the longer; between wall 
and moat a strip of land 30 metres wide encircles the monument.

The approach chaussée, which is paved throughout with massive sandstone 
blocks, begins with a fine cruciform platform standing west of the moat, and 
just off the main road leading north to Angkor Thom. The junction is marked 
by a flurry of refreshment kiosks; trishaw drivers; money changers; tourists 
from Germany, America, Japan; elephants; stray dogs. And with the Auberge 
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Plan of Angkor Wat
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des Temples65 just across the way, and the long vista of road heading west to the 
airstrip directly opposite, the platform is indeed at the crossroads of Angkor. 
With its elevation, its frontal stairway flanked with haughty heraldic lions, it 
proudly proclaims its ceremonial purpose, standing out above the rabble like 
the trumpeting elephants, announcing with a flourish the beginning of the royal 
processional way.

Eastwards the chaussée runs 200 metres across the moat, to a series of three 
gopura standing in line for 235 metres along the west wall of the fourth enclo-
sure, interspersed with vaulted sandstone annexes of different roof levels, but 
with a continuous nave throughout. To the left and right of this ensemble, the 
wall continues in the form of a colonnaded gallery, open towards the west and 
with the wall at its back, running along the entire west face to its corner angles, 
where there are open corner towers through which elephants can pass at ground 
level. The colonnaded galleries had originally an extra and lower colonnade 
in front, connected across to the main colonnade by a half vault and adding 
considerably to the horizontal emphasis of this long facade; but this has long 
since fallen away. Each of the three gopura has a prasat above, sculpted with the 
same curvilinear profile as those of the five towers on the central pyramid at the 
heart of Angkor Wat, which of course dominate the entire vista from whichever 
point one approaches.

~~~

65 The Hotel Auberge des Temples was destroyed by the Khmer Rouge.

The hotel across the road from Angkor Wat, ca. 1910; destroyed in the mid-1970s
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Passing through the middle gopuram without any change in level, one now 
stands at the head of the causeway, 350 metres long and about 9.5 metres wide, 
which crosses over the west-east axis of enclosure four. Ahead, as one walks 
forward, the perspective of the five towers continually changes. In a manner 
admirably described by Sacheverall Sitwell in a passage I cannot resist quot-
ing: “The road led straight on to the five towers, the corn-cob towers. They 
were the shape of corn cobs stood up on end with the tallest in the middle. 
And they were like wild bees’ nests formed in the angle between some wall 
and ceiling of an empty building, or old honey cells and honey stalagmites 
taken down and set up with the front pair of them hiding the pair behind, so 
that there are not five but only three towers rising and growing bigger as we 
come towards them. And so they stay for a moment or two until each of the 
hinder pair shows the fretted cone of its summit a little lower and to the right 
of its companion as the road comes out in front of the whole huge structure, 
and across a wide stretch of moat we have high in front of us the five corn-cob 
towers of Angkor Wat” (1962, p. 39). He means not the moat, but the terrain 
of the fourth enclosure on its western side, over which the causeway strides, at 
a height of 1.5 metres, between naga balustrades that six times in succession 
turn off at right angles onto little bays above the enclosure below, and which 
proliferate magnificent polycephalous cobra-hood terminals, one on either 
side of each bay. At each bay a stairway runs, leading down to the lower level 
of the enclosure.

By their proportional diminution these naga terminals provide a superb scale 
with which to measure the dimensions of the five towers beyond; camera shots 
of the towers, angled low and framed by the silhouettes of the naga heads, are 
always very effective, and pictorial in the best sense of the word.

To left and right, as we pass along the elevated causeway, are twin ‘libraries’ 
that may have served as public assembly halls since they are open on all sides 
and have baluster-mullioned windows in contrast to the grandeur of the cen-
tral monument, though they are hardly worth examining. The ‘libraries’ stand 
opposite to the fourth pair of naga bays. Due east of each of them is a rectangular 
masonry tank; that on the north side, being lined with laterite, is usually full. 
Ahead again the causeway opens out into the third enclosure with a surrounding 
wall measuring roughly 350 by 250 metres, the longer dimension being along 
the west-east axis. Flights of steps lead up through this wall from the fourth 
enclosure to the level of the third, two on the west side, three on the remaining 
three sides. Like its predecessor, the third enclosure is green and grassy, with a 
few fine mangoes and lofty Palmyra palms dotted here and there.
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Naga terminal at Angkor Wat

The chaussée continues across the west side of the third enclosure, passing 
up a two-tiered flight of stairs that leads onto a cruciform stone platform today 
used as a stage for performances of the Royal Cambodian Ballet but formerly 
serving as a VIP rostrum for the Khmer ruler and his friends, in the same way 
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as did those mounted on the Elephant Terrace and at the edge of Srah Srang. 
Incidentally, they still on occasion do. Passing up its steps, you may notice some 
19th century European graffiti cut in them.

The platform leads directly into west gopuram two, the entrance to the second 
enclosure, flanked by two similar cruciform gopura to right and left. All three are 
joined together by side chambers to form a continuous nave, interrupted how-
ever with very high doorsteps which need watching, and which then continues 
to left and right as a long vaulted gallery, 2.45 metres wide, colonnaded on its 
outer face, and with its inner wall sculpted with the splendid bas-reliefs for which 
Angkor Wat is so famous. At the corners of the enclosure, the galleries pass into 
cruciform corner towers with stairways on their two open faces leading down 
into the third enclosure below. This pattern is repeated on all four sides of the 
enclosure, so that the bas-relief gallery is in fact continuous for a total distance 
of some 800 metres. Its sides measure 187 metres from west to east, and 250 
metres from north to south, the west-east dimension being as usual the longer 
one; north, east and south sides have but a single axial cruciform gopuram apiece.

From time to time there have been severe earth-slips, evidence of which is all 
around us at this level. Every pillar forming the outer colonnade of the bas-relief 
gallery has been neatly decapitated; not a single one has escaped.

~~~

Postcard of Royal Cambodian dancers at Angkor Wat, ca. 1910
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Let us now continue our exploration of Angkor Wat by passing through the 
middle west gopuram two into the second enclosure, and specifically into that 
part which I have called its forecourt, lying in its western section. It may be 
described as a covered ambulatory in the form of a cross enclosed inside a 
square. From each west gopuram two, that is to say, a vaulted and pillared stone 
aisle communicates directly with the porches of the corresponding gopuram 
on the west side of enclosure one, at which point stairways lead up through the 
porches to the level of the first enclosure above. Incidentally, the stairway at the 
head of the north aisle is the one most easily negotiated.

To form the north-south axis of the cross, another covered ambulatory runs 
from the midpoints of the north and south aisles, crossing over the midpoint of 
the middle aisle halfway. Walking along this ambulatory from north to south we 
see ahead of us, ranged along the back wall of the south aisle, the collection of 
Buddha images called Preah Pean or the ‘Thousand Buddhas’, to which I have 
already referred. The four small courtyards, into which the main courtyard of 
the forecourt has been divided by the middle north-south and west-east ambu-
latories (the ‘cross’ of the forecourt), are sunk, giving a cloistral look to the whole 
edifice. It is possible, not certain, that they were filled with water.

The lowest parts of the walls facing inwards on all four sides of the forecourt 
are decorated with bas-relief images of standing apsaras in pairs and threes; we 
shall see plenty more of these arrayed along the inner walls of the enclosure one 
above, but these are particularly ingratiating, looked at as images of attractive 
girls merely, and are authoritatively carved. Countless hands passing over brows, 
faces, and breasts have given a high gloss to these parts of the girls; you can 
easily tell which ones have, by popular vote, been found most desire-provoking.

The gopura serving enclosure one are set, as was usual at this stage, in a long 
continuous vaulted gallery passing all round the building. I prefer the sunlight 
outside. These dank, resounding corridors, with their saturated foetid stink of 
bats, soon grow extremely depressing. They are too vast, and too empty, and 
too cold. One could, in duty bound, make a complete peregrination round the 
gallery, but what would be the point? It is the same on plan as that of enclosure 
two; having three gopura with interconnected chapels on the west side (and with 
the same uneven floor), having one gopuram on each of the north, east and south 
sides, and with the usual open pavilions at the four corners.

Enclosure two contains the temple-pyramid on which the five corn-cob 
towers of Angkor Wat stand, four at its corners, one, much taller, at its centre. 
The temple-pyramid is set somewhat back towards its east side. In the western 
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part of the enclosure, on either side of the west-east axis are twin ‘libraries’ on 
a common raised plinth intersected by the raised causeway connecting west 
gopuram one with the foot of the temple-pyramid. It also contains some lovely 
lines of apsaras, grouped on the lower parts of the walls in the north and south-
west corners like ballerinas at the barre – some alleviation from the nightmare 
oppression of the Cyclopean stone masonry that hems you in on all four sides. 
There is really nothing for it but to make the final assault on the mountain peak 
above, plant one’s flag, and get back to civilisation.

The mountain is most easily (or rather with least difficulty) scaled by means 
of the stairway at the midpoint of its south side, which has been provided with 
an iron handrail. I should advise strongly against attempting any of the eleven 
others, except possibly that at the midpoint of the west side, which, as Glaize 
puts it, has a slope of only fifty degrees. Whether the ascent is up one of the four 
main stairways, or by means of those giving access to the corner towers, two to 
each tower, the stairway invariably terminates 13 metres above the courtyard 
of enclosure two, at an open porch – those of the squat gopura at the cardinal 
points, those of the tall corner towers at the angles. Porches give access to a 
vaulted gallery 2 metres wide, opening on its outer face by long rows of rectan-

Apsaras at Angkor Wat, 
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gular windows with vertical baluster-moulded mullions, and on its inner face 
by a colonnade of pillars carrying the main vault, and a secondary colonnade 
carrying a half-vault, and forming a side aisle facing the inner courtyard. The 
outside measurement of the sides of this topmost gallery is 60 metres.

The inner courtyard is similar on plan to the forecourt of enclosure three, 
being spaced out into four smaller courts by means of two ambulatories crossing 
it upon its main axis. The ambulatories consist of a main vault, 2.40 metres wide, 
and two half-vaults forming aisles at the sides. At their intersection, they form 
the basement of the central tower, rising 42 metres from that level and 65 metres 
in all from the surrounding countryside, which incidentally, is magnificently 
displayed at this height. The view of Phnom Bakheng from the gopuram at the 
midpoint of the north side of the gallery is particularly satisfying.

The ground plan of the central tower is made cruciform by the addition of 
two adjoining porches on each side. Its sanctuary, originally open to the four 
quarters, was walled up by Hinayana Buddhist monks at the time Angkor fell 
into their hands, at which time they also removed the Brahmanical images; no 
trace of the image of Vishnu, the transmogrified Suryavarman II, has hence 
come to light. The south entrance, opened in 1908, remains so still. In the floor 
of the chamber, in 1934, a well 25 metres deep (i.e. going down to actual ground 
level) was found and explored. At a depth of 23 metres two circular gold plaques 
came to light, 18 centimetres in diameter, and embedded in a block of laterite. 
These represent the foundation stone of the monument.
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I am assuming you have not yet inspected the Angkor Wat bas-reliefs, and that 
with a view to so doing you are having lunch, perhaps at the Auberge des Tem-
ples. In case you have already seen them, the afternoon is free, but if you would 
like to fix more firmly in your mind a general image of the art and architecture 
of Suryavarman II’s day, you have a choice from among several monuments, all 
of them delightful in appearance. The excursion to Banteay Samre has already 
been mentioned. An alternative would be a visit to the utterly charming Thom-
manon and Chou Say Tevoda, both dating from the beginning of the 12th century, 
and standing opposite each other some 500 metres outside the Gate of Victory, 
to the east of Angkor Thom.

~~~

The Angkor Wat bas-reliefs follow each other round the inner wall of enclosure 
two of the monument, in an anticlockwise direction. They are disposed as eight 
long panels or friezes, each with a different theme, and each occupying one 
half of one wall. The corner pavilions, and the gopura at the midpoints of the 
sides, mark the beginnings and ends of the friezes. Inside the corner pavilions 
on the west façade, the wall space is covered with relief carving featuring more 
restricted motifs, and as some of these are of exceptional merit, they too will be 
described in their correct respective positions in the sequence.

The eight friezes, starting with that beginning immediately to the right of 
the southern of the three entrances on the main axis, are as follows: the Battle 
of Kurukshetra (1); Suryavarman II’s Military Review (3); Scenes in Heaven and 
Hell (4); the Churning of the Ocean of Milk (5); the Battle Between Vishnu and 
the Asuras (7); the Battle between Krishna and Bana (8); a Battle between Gods 
and Asuras (9); the Battle of Lanka (11). We may assume that in all these battle 
pieces those who first saw them read, not the wars of gods and demons, but 
those between Cambodia on the one side and Annam or Champa on the other. 
They at least emphasise the military preoccupations of Suryavarman II’s reign.

The friezes were not all executed during the same period, and are by no 
means equal in quality. My advice would be to concentrate on five in particular, 
namely the Battle of Kurukshetra, the Military Review, Heaven and Hell, the 
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Plan of the Gallery of Bas-reliefs, Angkor Wat

WEST GALLERY

 1 Battle of Kurukshetra
 11 Battle of Lanka

CORNER PAVILION

 2 Scene from the Ramayana

SOUTH GALLERY
 3 Army of King Suryavarman II
 4 Judgement by Yama/Heaven and Hell

EAST GALLERY

 5 Churning of the Ocean of Milk
 6 Inscription
 7 Victory of Vishnu over the Demons

NORTH GALLERY

 8 Victory of Krishna over Bana
 9 Battle between the Gods and the Demons

CORNER PAVILION

 10 Scene from the Ramayana
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Churning of the Ocean of Milk, and the Battle of Lanka. Individual passages in 
the remaining three panels will no doubt catch your eye as you stroll past them, 
but flesh and blood can stand a certain amount, no more, and the Angkor galler-
ies are as interminable as the halls of Versailles. You will lose nothing in the way 
of aesthetic enjoyment by limiting your programme in the way I have suggested.

~~~

The Battle of Kurukshetra was fought between the five exiled Pandava broth-
ers and their dispossessors, the Kauravas; it is related in Books six to eleven 
of the great Hindu epic Mahabharata. The combat chiefs on the Pandava side 
were the five brothers led by Arjuna, whose charioteer was Krishna himself; on 
the Kaurava side they were Bhishma, loyal and self-denying, and Drona, who 
had been military instructor to both groups of princes when they were living 
together. The four participants named above can all be identified in the panel. 
To the left we see a long file of marching Kaurava foot soldiers, to the right a 
similar file of Pandavas. As we approach the middle of the panel we begin to 
hear sounds of the battle; the groups gradually fall into disarray; and then, quite 
suddenly, we are precipitated into the melee, armies are inextricably locked in 
combat, and individual duels are fought amid scenes of wild confusion.

In the horizontal register above the files of marching warriors are their chiefs, 
now riding into battle on elephant-back, now in light horse-drawn chariots. At 
the top of the panel, to the left of centre, we see the stricken Bhishma, so trans-
fixed by Arjuna’s arrows that nowhere on his entire body was there so much as 
the space of two fingers left unwounded.

Nearby is Drona, preparing to take over the command, wearing the conven-
tional Brahmin chignon. To the right of centre is Arjuna in his chariot, driven 
into battle by Krishna. Not that Krishna was partial; he had offered Arjuna either 
himself or an entire fighting force of soldiery. Arjuna wisely chose Krishna; his 
adversary, foolishly, the troops.

The walls of the southwest corner pavilion are given over to scenes from 
the legendary life of Krishna and episodes in the epic Ramayana. The east wall 
of the north bay shows Krishna holding up the mountain Govardhana so as to 
protect the cowherds of Gokul from the deluge poured down upon them in anger 
by Indra, whose worship Krishna had persuaded them to neglect. Above the 
north door Rama is shown killing the golden deer Maricha, who had decoyed 
him away from the monastery where he was living with his bride Sita, allowing 
Ravana to abduct her. Above the window on the west side of the north bay is 
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the Churning of the Ocean of Milk, which we shall see fully deployed on the 
south side of the east wall of the bas-relief gallery.

The north wall of the west bay shows, above the window, Ravana disguised 
as a chameleon seeking to enter Indra’s seraglio in order to ravish its inmates. 
Above the west door is depicted the episode when Krishna, whose adopted 
mother Yashoda had tied him by a rope to a large mortar in order to keep him 
quiet, dragged rope and mortar away, and in so doing uprooted two trees. The 
south wall of this bay features Ravananugrihamurti, the image of the ten-headed, 
twenty-armed Ravana attempting to overturn Mount Kailasa, on which sit Shiva 
and his spouse, Parvati.

The west wall of the south bay, above the window, shows Kama, God of Love, 
intent on smiting Shiva with the charms of Parvati, who stands beside her seated 
meditating Lord. Kama discharges his sugar-cane arrow, but Shiva in a fit of rage 
slays the God of Love, who is shown on the right again, expiring in the arms of 
his wife Rati. Over the south door is a scene, perhaps correctly identified as the 
assassination by Krishna’s brother Balarama of the demon Pralamba, in league 
with the wicked King Kamsa; another scene shows Krishna seemingly extin-
guishing a conflagration. On the north wall of the south bay, above the window, 
is shown the fight between the monkey kings and brothers Sugriva and Valin 
for possession of Sugriva’s kingdom, which Valin has usurped. Rama interrupts 
the fight and kills Valin, whose deathbed scene in the arms of his wife, Tara, is 
shown beneath. On the right are again Rama, Lakshmana, and Sugriva, the latter 
now their firm friend and ally in their campaign against Ravana.

The scenes depicted in the east bay are not so clear. On its south wall is a 
personage, perhaps a god, seated upon a mountain and apparently treating with 
some ascetics. Over the east door, men are shown apparently carrying offerings 
to Vishnu. On the south wall is some nautical occasion, perhaps a water festival, 
with two junks placed one above the other. In the upper sit two persons playing 
chess, in the lower are adults playing with children. To the right of this scene 
is a cock fight.

Suryavarman II’s ‘Military Review’ is deployed along the next section of the 
gallery wall, south face, west side, for a distance of 90 metres. In the upper of 
two registers we see a royal audience, culminating in the throne and the person 
of Suryavarman II himself, while below in the lower register is a procession of 
palace ladies being carried along in their palanquins and accompanied by female 
servants bearing chauris or fly-whisks. The royal personage is recognisable by 
his large size, and the gold leaf with which his body has from time to time been 
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adorned. Near him stand his Brahmin advisors, and to the right, a nobleman, 
whose name according to an accompanying inscription is Sri Varddha, seated 
under some trees, hand on heart, swearing a vow of eternal loyalty to the throne. 
Beyond we see the assembling Khmer army, its chiefs mounted on elephants 
whose trunks are mostly coiled in a clockwise direction, coming down from the 
upper register, representing a hill, to join their infantry and cavalry below. The 
rank of each is indicated by the number of ceremonial umbrellas carried over 
their elephants; in their midst is Suryavarman II again, with fifteen umbrellas 
surmounting his howdah (great chair). The enfilade below is now interrupted 
by a procession of Brahmin priests ringing handbells, among whom is the 
royal hotar, carried in a palanquin whose arched roof contains the sacred fire, 
preceded by musicians, standard-bearers, and acrobats. Beyond, the uniformed 
army marches on, but towards the end of the panel a few Tai mercenaries wearing 
curious foliated headdresses break rank, in some disorder apparently, and are 
deliberately given a vaguely rustic appearance. At this time, the Tais were, after 
all, very much country cousins in the eyes of the polished Khmer aristocracy.

Beyond south gopuram two, and well past the halfway mark, begins the 
60-metre frieze we here call ‘Scenes of Heaven and Hell’. As often pointed out, 
hell seems a much more interesting place than heaven, if also somewhat less 
comfortable.

Bas-relief of the army of Suryavarman II at Angkor Wat
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At the beginning of the frieze, the horizontal registers are separating from 
each other. All souls ascend the ramp leading heavenwards, but further along the 
frieze the damned meet with their deserved retribution. After a brief examina-
tion by Yama, the King of the Dead, they are peremptorily pitchforked by his 
two assistants Dharma and Chitragupta through an open trap into hell, and 
here a number of ingenious tortures await them, yet scarcely in proportion, as 
Glaize remarks, with the apparent magnitude of their crimes. Short cartouches 
inform us as to the nature of these, and of their prescribed punishments: for 
betrayers of the law, bones to be broken; for over-eaters, to be cut in two; for rice 
thieves, to have their stomachs filled with red-hot irons; for those who ‘pluck 
flowers from Shiva’s garden’, whatever that may mean, to be beaten about the 
head; and for thieves in general, to be shut up in refrigerated chambers. The 
upper register shows the reward of the virtuous, which it seems, is to be allowed 
to sit endlessly at leisure in sumptuous palaces doing little or nothing until the 
moment of their next incarnation. The damned, we may note, are not damned in 
perpetuity. They too will experience re-incarnation, though not, one imagines, 
into any very elevated condition of existence.

Between the two registers is a frieze of garudas appearing to hold up the 
celestial palaces, with apsaras floating in the skies over their heads.

The ‘Churning of the Ocean of Milk’ is enacted in the next frieze, which 
runs for 49 metres along the south side of the east wall as far as the halfway 
mark. This is perhaps the chef d’oeuvre of the bas-relief carvers of Angkor Wat, 
and probably the finest visual representation of the myth ever to have been 
composed. It occurs during Vishnu’s second avatar or descent, in which he 
is incarnated as a tortoise, Kurma. Gods and demons (devas and asuras) are 
engaged in churning the waters of the Ocean of Milk, using for the purpose 
a huge rope made out of the body of the serpent Vasuki, usually identified as 
Sesha, King of the Nagas, which they pass round an equally colossal spindle 
made by Mount Mandara. Then, by pulling rhythmically on Vasuki’s body, 
back and forth, they cause the mountain-spindle to rotate like a colossal 
churning stick. At the end of a thousand years and more their labours are 
rewarded. A number of important elements or ingredients in the Ocean are 
ejected by centrifugal force and fly into the air – a melange of delightful and 
unexpected objects: Lakshmi or Sri, Goddess of Beauty and Vishnu’s consort; 
Uchchaih-sravas, a milk-white horse; Airavata, Indra’s milk-white elephant; 
Chandra, the Moon God; Sankha, the Conch of Victory; Surabhi, the Cow of 
Plenty; Bambha, a nymph; Sura, Goddess of Wine; the entire frolicking band 
of apsaras; and amrita, ‘Deathless’, the Elixir of Immortality that the gods and 
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demons had long fought over, and towards the recovery of which their efforts 
were now jointly directed.

The Angkor Wat panel illustrates the story on a grand scale. Vasuki’s body is 
held level and waist-high by the two long lines of contestants, ninety-two on the 
side of the asuras, eighty-eight on the deva’s team. The stone is light and creamy, 
the relief carving very flat, but high – lifted here and there by some reddish 
powder or cosmetic which gives the faces just the right degree of accentuation 
against the toneless background, in which detail tends to get lost.

Each contestant on each side exactly resembles his neighbours in posture and 
costume as in facial appearance. The asuras with their big round faces, round 
bulging eyes, cleft chins, and huge inflated lips should no doubt present a ter-
rifying appearance, but in fact look quite benign. The gods, young and beautiful 
and resembling in every respect the youthful Suryavarman II of the south face, 
west side, wear an expression of withdrawal, eyes closed, concentrated only on 
the physical feel of the rope they pull towards them. Here and there a god or 
demon much larger than his teammates breaks the long flat sequence on either 
side. A great demon, Bali perhaps, holds the head of Vasuki at the left end of 
the frieze, the corresponding figure on the right is Hanuman.

Coming now to the vital centre of the frieze, Mount Mandara, represented 
in the form of a conical pillar, pivots on the back of the Cosmic Tortoise. Above, 
and steadying the spindle, Vishnu appears in human form albeit with four arms, 
Chaturbhuja. In his upper left hand, to our right, he holds a disc, chakra, above 
which three tiny figures rise in the air, of which the lowest is perhaps the elephant 
Airavata. At the top of the panel, a Being kneels with one knee and both hands 
pressing down upon the top of the mountain, his other leg raised in the air.

In the Khmer iconography, some confusion has been noted between sculp-
tures depicting the birth of Brahma, borne aloft on a full-blown lotus whose 
stalk emerges from the navel of the recumbent Vishnu on the one hand, and 
representations of the ‘Churning of the Ocean’ on the other. In two known 
cases, one at Banteay Samre, which is contemporary with Angkor Wat, the two 
themes are crystallised in a single presentation, the body of the serpent being 
for all practical purposes part of the lotus plant, the churning stick its stalk. 
Both themes are, in fact, aspects of the creation myth, and are psychologically 
interchangeable so to speak. In the present case, the Being at the top of the panel 
is not Brahma, but a third form of Vishnu, as is indicated by the local name he 
bears, Preah Noray, i.e. Vishnu Narayana. Textual sanction for the portrayal is to 
be found in the Vishnu and Bhagavat Puranas, and one or two sculptural repre-
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sentations of the motif are known from India. One may perhaps remark that the 
theme of the ‘Churning of the Ocean of Milk’ was never particularly popular in 
India. It comes into its own in Khmer art, quite possibly because the dynasty’s 
own creation myth involved an alleged naga ancestor, and of course because 
the omnipresence of naga balustrades must have been a constant reminder of it.

Below the mountain, on the present tableau, the ocean is shown in a great 
uproar, with fish and reptiles reeling away from the turbulence, their bodies 
split asunder by its violence. Above, to the left and right of Mount Mandara, 
and extending the full length of the panel, bevies of capering apsaras burst like 
champagne bubbles. At the ends of the panel are files of soldiers, and above 
them charioteers and mahouts with their parked vehicles, waiting to bring the 
contestants away from the scene. A replica of the body of Vasuki lies all along 
the bottom of the panel, as Vasuki himself lies on the floor of the ocean abyss 
– indeed is the abyss, the well of all creation.

~~~

Continuing northwards along the east gallery, and passing through the foyer of 
the east gopuram, we reach the next bas-relief panel, which depicts the triumph 
of Vishnu over the asuras. This is possibly an extended version of the theme 
briefly depicted at Banteay Samre where Vishnu deals with the two asuras 
Kaithaba and Madhu, who sprang from his ear when he was lying in meditative 
slumber on the back of the serpent Ananta, i.e. Sesha. They were about to attack 
Brahma when Vishnu intervened to save him. In this panel, asuras are coming 
at Vishnu from all sides. Fighting from the back of his vehicle, the man-vulture 
garuda, he successfully defends himself against the host. Some of the asuras ride 
peculiar mounts, as you can see.

Passing through the northeast corner tower, you now enter the north gallery. Its 
eastern section is filled with a description of the battle between Krishna and Bana. 
Bana, eldest son of the asura Bali, had a daughter called Usha. She fell in love with 
Krishna’s grandson, Aniruddha, and by exercise of magic managed to abduct him. 
Krishna, with his elder brother Balarama and the boy’s father Pradyumna, went to 
his rescue and a full-scale battle developed in which Shiva and his son Kartikeya 
fought on Bana’s side. Notwithstanding, Krishna beat them all. In the denouement 
Shiva pleaded for Bana’s life, and Krishna magnanimously spared it. The story does 
much to brighten the ‘image’ of Vaishnavism, nothing whatsoever for Saivism.

In the panel, reading from left to right, we see an eight-armed, multi-
headed Krishna mounted on Garuda and accompanied by Balarama and 
Pradyumna, proceeding to the enemy capital of Sonitapura, which Bana has 
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surrounded in protective flames. We see Garuda successively dousing the 
flames, and, behind the city wall, Agni, God of Fire, on his rhinoceros. Krishna 
on Garuda appears four times more in the course of his advance towards Bana, 
the latter seen in a chariot drawn by grinning lions coming from the opposite 
direction. Further on, Krishna, Balarama and Pradyumna appear in triumphal 
parade. Finally, at the far right of the panel, we see Shiva, Parvati and their 
son Ganesha seated on Mount Kailasa, while Krishna kneels before them 
and hearkens to Shiva’s plea. The workmanship is cursory; indeed, French 
archaeologists used to say, for what reason I have no idea, that the panel was 
centuries later than the others, and was the work of Chinese craftsmen. I do 
not know whether this view is still held.

Along the western section of the north gallery, we have a grand war between 
the gods and the demons. It is a command performance for which the entire 
Hindu pantheon of twenty-one gods has been mobilised, each mounted on his 
proper vehicle, each engaged in a duel with an asura. As the French savants 
say, we have here an invaluable iconographic document, and I shall ask you 
to recognise, with Monsieur Glaize, the following major Brahmanical deities: 
after seven groups of combatants, Kubera, God of Wealth, on the shoulders of 
a yaksha; two groups further on, Kartikeya, son of Shiva and God of War, on 
his peacock; Indra, standing on his elephant, Airavata; a four-armed Vishnu on 
Garuda; Yama, God of the Dead, on a wagon drawn by bulls; Shiva drawing his 
bow; Brahma on his sacred goose, hamsa; Surya, the Sun God, with the solar 
disc; finally Yamuna, God of Waters, mounted on a harnessed naga.

~~~

We now reach the northwest corner tower, where sculpture of the highest stand-
ard is to be seen. That on the south wall of the east bay shows a four-armed 
Vishnu on a garuda of staggering beauty, surely the finest ever to have been 
sculpted. The eye travels inch by inch over the creature’s thighs, and loins, and 
breast, appreciative of so astonishing a tour de force. Mere technical expertise, 
we know, does not make a work of art, but this is wonderful in the sense that 
some of Faberge’s jewellery is wonderful, so cunningly carved is it in every detail 
of scale, feather or filigree decoration; yet with something more. The figure has 
scale, might, and majesty; it imparts a sense of awe, far more so than does the 
figure of Krishna above, and its fantastic form seems no longer to be so, but to 
be real, prescient, alive, in a way no other single figure in the whole of Angkor 
Wat is alive. Satyabhama, one of Krishna’s wives, is on Garuda’s upturned proper 
right palm. Krishna has killed the demon Naraka, and his victorious armies file 
past, carrying the demon’s mortal remains.
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I will merely enumerate the remaining sculptures in the corner tower, three 
to each of its four bays. Above the east door, Rama (with bow) and Lakshmana 
conclude their pact with Sugriva. Above the window on the north wall of the 
same bay, Vishnu reposes on the snake Ananta while a group of gods with their 
vehicles below call on him to undergo a new incarnation on earth. Among them 
may be recognised Surya, Kubera, Brahma, Kartikeya, Indra, Yama and Shiva.

Above the window of the east wall of the north bay, is a palace scene, part of 
which shows us the interior of a seraglio. Over the door of this bay we see the 
rakshasa Viruda holding the tiny body of Shiva, while attacked on either side 
by Rama and Lakshmana. Above the window on the west wall of the bay, is an 
incoherent treatment of what appears to have been the trial by ordeal of Sita, 
who, having been freed from Ravana, was under suspicion of loss of chastity.

In the west bay, above the window on the north wall, we see the triumphal 
return of Rama to Ayuthia, after his victory over Ravana; his chariot, which 
Ravana had stolen from Kubera, is drawn by hamsas. Over the west door is the 
treaty between Rama and Ravana’s younger brother Vibhishana, who deserted 
Ravana, joined forces with Rama, and in the end became King of Lanka. Above 
the window in the south wall is a favourite motive, Sita receiving Hanuman 
in a grove of Ashoka trees in Ravana’s capital; on her right is the soft-hearted 
rakshasi Trijata.

In the south bay, above the window in the west wall, is Vishnu attended by 
a number of attractive apsaras. Over the west door is the fight between Rama 
and Lakshmana and yet another demon, Kabandha, a son of Lakshmi ‘without 
head or neck, having a mouth armed with immense teeth in the middle of 
his belly’, here represented as a sort of Gorgon mask furiously beset by Rama 
and Lakshmana. The udaremukha, a dwarf with an extra face on his belly, is a 
native Indian fancy that travelled to Southeast Asia. At Prambanam in Java, for 
instance, Kabandha is sculpted in this guise, with his belly bearing his second 
face, transfixed by an arrow from Rama’s bow; the Angkor version is scarcely 
convincing. Lastly, on the east wall of this bay is Sita’s svayamvara, the archery 
contest by which Rama won Sita for his bride. Rama can be seen shooting an 
arrow heavenwards towards his target, a live bird behind what should have been 
a rotating wheel, here just a bird on a wheel, while to his or rather our left, Shiva 
sits demurely awaiting the result, no doubt with some confidence.

~~~

The west gallery, south side, takes us at long last back to our starting point. It 
features the apocalyptic Battle of Lanka, which is the high spot of the Ramayana, 
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and by which Good defeats Evil and Rama regains his Sita. The loyalties of all 
participants are firmly established, and the battle proceeds with no quarter 
given, the armies fighting with branches of trees, lumps of rock, and anything 
that comes to hand. In the middle of the tableau, Rama, on the left, mounted 
on Hanuman and with arrows flying thick around him, engages Ravana in 
his chariot on the right. Ravana’s dancing lions look like animals on old-time 
roundabouts. Behind Rama stand Lakshmana and Vibhisana, arms at the ready, 
but doing completely nothing, simply standing side-by-side with the melee 
breaking out all round them. There is little in the way of organised fighting. It 
is every man for himself as the combat breaks up into individual incidents, scat-
tered over the whole field of battle and in no way centred round the principal 
contestants. More agile, apparently, the monkeys are having the best of the fight. 
Nila is shown bestriding the heads of two lions seen in front face, casting down 
a rakshasa whom he has killed. Another incident shows a monkey triumphantly 
bearing over his shoulder the suspended bodies of two of his enemies. Monkeys 
and demons alike grieve over fallen comrades or assist the wounded from the 
battlefield, in a profound expression of what Mlle Giteau calls the ‘sensibility 
of Khmer art’. You will notice a cameo in which a rakshasa carries on his back 
a severely wounded comrade and, looking back, sees the lance that is about to 
strike him dead; another in which two monkeys appear to be grieving with a 
fellow rakshasa and his comrade. The monkeys are portrayed as monkeys and 
perhaps for that reason the pathos of the scene is effectively heightened.

~~~

That, then, is Angkor, and if you have followed my schedule, it should by now be 
twilight. There is one phenomenon that, like the ‘green ray’ at sunset in the Red 
Sea, may or may not be observed at such a time. Sometimes, we are told, the bats 
leave their sombre ceilings inside the corridors, and cloisters, and towers, and 
spiral off into the sunset in what looks to be long ascending columns of smoke. 
The spectacle must be striking, though I have to say I myself have never seen it.
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A Visit to Angkor Thom and Bayon, ca. 1190-ca. 1210

By the fifth day of your tour, the logic of the ground plan of Angkor Thom, ‘Great 
City’, will have become clear to you. Square on plan, it is surrounded on all four 

Chapter 11
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sides by a moat over 100 metres wide, and inside the moat by a massive wall 8 
metres high. The wall is pierced by an elaborately-contrived entrance gate at the 
midpoint of each of its four sides, there being a fifth gate on the east side called 
the Gate of Victory, located half a kilometre north of the East Gate. From the 
four axial gates, two great avenues span the city, with moats on either side. At 
the geometrical centre, where the avenues run into a roundabout, stands Bayon, 
the temple mountain erected by Jayavarman VII as his own Mount Meru, in 
which he became one with Lord Buddha. The wall of Angkor Thom is rather 
more than 3 kilometres long on each of its sides, this being also the length of 
each main avenue from one gate to the other.

Angkor Thom was also, of course, a microcosm. A stele in one of the four 
corner towers surmounting the wall speaks of the moat as Jayasindhu, or ‘Jaya-
varman’s Ocean’, and of the wall as Jayagiri, ‘Jayavarman’s Mountain’. The moat 
thus stood for the Great Ocean, the wall for the concentric ranges of mountains 
that encircle it. Moreover, the centrally-placed Bayon was Mount Mandara, 
the axis of the universe. The avenues running north to south and east to west 
represented the body of the serpent Vasuki, which actually emerges from the 
four gates, as we all know, held, as in the myth, in the arms of giant gods and 
demons. Thus the segment on the right side of the causeway immediately in 
front of the South Gate represents the head of the serpent gripped by a team of 
fifty-four demons. We are to imagine the serpent’s body receding backwards 
into the centre of the city, passing once in an anti-clockwise direction round the 
pivotal Bayon, then running through the northern part of the city to the North 
Gate, whence it emerges, still on the right side of the road, but this time in the 
hands of a team of gods; where, of course, it is the tail of the animal that they 
grasp. The segment on the left side of the approach to the South Gate behaves 
similarly, but in imagination passing clockwise round Bayon and this time it is 
gods (devas) outside the South Gate, demons (asuras) outside the North Gate. 
The pattern is repeated for the East and West Gates, so that there are actually 
eight serpents, and eight teams of contestants. The same disposition is repeated 
throughout: gods to the left, demons to the right.

We have here, then, an elaborate representation of the ‘Churning of the Ocean 
of Milk’. Notice that to perform their task effectively the teams should really be 
facing towards Bayon. As it is, with their backs to the monument, in order to 
cause it to rotate, they would have to be pulling forwards on Vasuki, whereas they 
are patently pulling backwards, as Chou Ta-Kuan observed 700 years ago when 
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he said that they seemed to be “preventing the serpent from escaping”66 – that 
is, pulling it back. Bearing in mind the nature of the causeways on which they 
stand, as main approach avenues to the city and to the royal temple, the architect 
could hardly have placed them otherwise; this same consideration applies to the 
approaches to Preah Khan and Ta Prohm, which also features the stone giants.

~~~

Chou turns the cosmological wheel full circle when he notes the resemblance 
borne by the Angkor demons to Chinese ‘stone generals’. In Chinese Buddhist 
mythology, which is derived mainly from India, there are thirty-two Celestial 
Generals subordinate to the Tian Wang or ‘Four Celestial Kings’, who in Indian 
mythology are the four lokapala that guard the ‘Four Quarters’. Their Indian 
names are Vaisravana, Dhritarashtra, Virudhaka and Virupaksha, and the 
quarters they guard are north, east, south, and west respectively. Other Chinese 
‘Generals’ represented in stone and other sculpture, are Generals Puffer and 
Snorter, Heng Ha Er Jiang, who can be traced back ultimately to the dvarapala 
or guardians placed on either side of the entrance doors of Indian Brahmani-
cal temples or Buddhist viharas. In their ferocious or demonic aspects, these 
lokapala or dvarapala passed into the Chinese iconography as they did into the 
Khmer; for whether we call the Khmer demons asuras, rakshasas, or yakshas, 
they can claim the same Indian parentage. They are first cousins of the Chinese 
contingent and Chou’s comment was perfectly apt, more apt, probably, than he 
knew.

~~~

This grandiloquent realisation of the ‘Churning of the Ocean of Milk’, then, 
firmly establishes Bayon as the centre of the universe in microcosm. Bayon is 
not surrounded by its own moat and wall; the moat and wall of Angkor Thom 
enclose it, the four entrance gates are its gopura, and Angkor Thom is itself a 
temple as well as a city. Its presiding deity is Lokeshvara or Avalokiteshvara, 
literally, ‘The Lord who Regards’, the ‘All-Compassionate One’, the first saviour 

66 Chou Ta-Kuan’s text reads: “Around the outside of the city walls there is a very large moat. 
This is spanned by big bridges carrying large roads into the city. On either side of every 
bridge there are 54 stone deities. They look like stone generals, huge and fierce-looking. 
The five gateways are all alike. The parapets of the bridges are all made of stone and carved 
into the shape of snakes, each snake with nine heads. The 54 deities are all pulling at the 
snake with their hands, and look as if they are preventing it from escaping.” Quoted from 
translation by Peter Harris, Zhou Daguan: A record of Cambodia, The land and its people 
(Chiang Mai: Silkworm books, 2007), p. 47.
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deity of Buddhism, the bodhisattva who delays his own Buddhahood in order 
to help mortals further along the road to salvation. Avalokiteshvara it was that 
Jayavarman VII chose to identify himself with during his mortal existence while 
aspiring to attain to Buddhahood on completing his lifespan. The symbolism is 
now complete. From the fifty-four towers of Bayon the face of Avalokiteshvara-
Jayavarman VII, four times repeated on each, regards his city. The city, as he tells 
us in one of his inscriptions, is his bride, “taken to wife for the procreation of the 
welfare of the universe”. From the four city gates Avalokiteshvara Jayavarman VII 
regards the Four Quarters. And just as Vishnu in his human form Chaturbhuja, 
pivoting on Mount Mandara, fixes it in position and so regulates the extraction 
of the precious amrita [nectar] from the Ocean of Milk, so Jayavarman VII on 
Bayon extracts the amrita of peace and prosperity for his people drawn out of 
the ocean by his teams of devas and asuras.

The symbolism is not of course consistent. We do not expect Vaishnavite 
imagery in a Buddhist context. But it is sustained tenaciously, obsessively, a 
spectacular example of the religious syncretism of the Khmers, in which all 
creeds and all gods are one, blended harmoniously into the overriding concept 
of the deified Khmer king.

Within Angkor Thom are located Phimeanakas, Baphuon, and other monu-
ments of an age earlier than those of Jayavarman VII. It would seem, therefore, 
that he deliberately chose a capital site overlapping to some extent those of 
his predecessors, and orientated with respect to them. It is also probable that 
he continued to reside in the Royal Palace of his Buddhist great-great-great 
grandfather Suryavarman I, which he embellished with the buildings we are 
now going to inspect. They lie in two long, straggling lines immediately north 
of the Bayon and on either side of a large empty plot of land that seems to have 
been a parade ground, situated directly in front of the palace. It is suitably called 
the Great Square.

To see some of these monuments – there is no question of being able to see 
them all in a few days – I shall propose the following route: From the northeast 
corner of the road encircling Bayon, a pathway leads northwards and emerges 
onto the Great Square, and passing the building called South Khleang, the six 
south prasats of the Suor Prat group, runs into the Avenue of Victory. Turn right 
here, and go a few yards down the avenue to an enclosure on the right marked 
by a conspicuous open pavilion with a seated Buddha image inside. This is the 
stone image of Jayavarman VII portrayed as a Buddha, which was presumably 
at one time installed in the central shrine of Bayon, and which was recovered 
from a well within the temple precincts and set up here in 1935.
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After visiting Jayavarman VII, retrace your steps and rejoin the path on the 
right or north side of the avenue. It leads past the six north prasats of the Suor 
Prat group, and the North Khleang, and then curves away westwards to join the 
main north avenue of Angkor Thom. At the point where it changes direction, 
there is a group of five temples called Preah Pithu set well back in jungle and 
difficult to get at; you can very well afford to ignore them.

On the side of the north avenue opposite to where you now stand is a 
signpost and a bridle path leading to Tep Pranam, an ancient foundation, evi-
dently Buddhist, and to a comparatively modern colossal image of the Buddha 
seated in bhumisparsha mudra, that is, at the moment during the course of his 
enlightenment when, pointing downwards with his right hand, he called upon 
the Earth Goddess to testify to his virtue during former existences. On the ter-
race in front of this image is a stele of Yashovarman I (r. 889–910), inscribed 
with a set of rules relating to a Buddhist monastery or saugatasrama, but not 
necessarily one on the present site. It seems, however, that for a time at least, 
Yashovarman I gave encouragement to a sect of Mahayana Buddhists who had 
probably come to Cambodia from the Buddhist University at Nalanda in India, 
via the Mahayana Buddhist Sailendra kingdom of Java, and of this, the setting 
up of the saugatasrama was an expression.

Behind Tep Pranam is a fine colossal standing statue of Buddha, both hands 
raised in the gesture abhaya or ‘freedom from fear’.

If the weather is good, you should have no difficulty in reaching Preah 
Palilay, 200 metres to the west. If rain water is standing in the path, you may 
have to do a little circumnavigation. You will in any case emerge upon a long 
cruciform terrace, beautifully embellished with images of door guardians. The 
statues are covered with white lichen, and if the sun is shining they will glow 
as though luminescent against the dark background of jungle trees, in which 
monkeys chatter and swing.

Preah Palilay is a Buddhist foundation said to date from the time of Suryavar-
man II (r. 1113–1150). It is a picturesque ruin, the central edifice being little 
more than a naked vault in the form of a huge, corbelled chimney, and even this 
is probably a later reconstruction meant as an armature for some light fabric long 
since fallen away. The entrance gopuram, to the east, is cruciform on plan with 
two side-chambers, and with a square tower of unusual form over, belonging to 
Jayavarman VII’s period. The bas-reliefs on the tympana are of good quality, and of 
much interest for their novelty. Scenes from the life of Buddha can be deciphered, 
such as the offering of milk-rice made by the village chief ’s daughter Sujata, the 
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Colossal Buddha image of Tep Pranam at Angkor Thom
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subjugation of the mad elephant Nalagiri, and the offerings made by the animals 
when Buddha repaired to the forest of Parilyyaka, from which, incidentally, Glaize 
derives the name Palilay. Other pieces from the gopuram are in the sculpture depot 
or are scattered in the temple enclosure. Some are Buddhist, such as, for instance, 
a scene showing the assault of the army of Mara, the Tempter, while Buddha was 
undergoing his enlightenment. Others are eclectic; one shows Indra on Airavata.

The ‘Leper King’ at Angkor Thom, now in the collections of the National Museum, Phnom Penh



Chapter 11 Day Five: Morning

~ 129 ~

You can leave Preah Palilay by a path passing through the southeast corner 
of its laterite enclosing wall, bearing left all the time, and will merge after a few 
minutes onto the main terrace of the ‘Great Place’. Here, on your left, is the 
‘Terrace of the Leper King’, a masonry bastion jutting out 25 metres from the 
axis of the main terrace, square in plan but with redented corner angles giving 
it a somewhat rounded appearance, 6 metres high, and faced throughout with 
sandstone blocks. On top of the terrace sits the famous ‘Leper King’, nude but 
sexless, in the posture called lalitasana, in which one knee is flexed in the hori-
zontal plane, the other in the vertical plane, the feet being at the same level.

The statue has provoked controversy. A 16th-century graffitus on its plinth 
calls it Dharmadhipati adhiraja, i.e. Dharmaraja, that is, Yama the King of the 
Dead. The three dilapidated sculptures clustered round are probably images 
of the same deity. The erroneous idea that this statue represents a ‘Leper King’ 
depends on several circumstances, but its substrate seems to be the story of a 
Cambodian king affected with leprosy, who went to seek a cure in India. This 
story centres on Ceylon, so a colossal standing statue of Bodhisattva Avalok-
iteshvara, carved in a rock at Weligama on the south coast of the island, is 
known locally as kustaraja, ‘Leper King’, and is regarded as being a portrait of 
the stricken Cambodian ruler.

If the statue is enigmatic, the terrace on which it stands is even more so. It 
may have formed part of a more ambitious architectural ensemble; it may have 
been a royal crematorium, or all three. It has one unusual feature pointing to the 
idea of a miniature Mount Meru. The redented corner angles of the sculptured 
retaining wall on its southeast corner are faithfully followed by another wall of 
carvings of the same height and design, buried at a depth of 2 metres inside the 
body of the monument. This interior wall had been deliberately blocked up, and 
was revealed by accident in the course of conservation. The French archaeolo-
gists cleared a space in the laterite masonry with which it had been walled in, so 
that a narrow corridor now allows you to inspect the carvings. They are in mint 
condition, visibly as perfect as the day they were made, and they are among the 
finest specimens of Khmer craftsmanship. The corridor is narrow, and zigzags 
to and fro as it follows the changes in direction of the outer wall of the terrace. 
It ends abruptly in a recently-built flight of laterite steps by which you can get 
back onto the top of the monument.
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A Visit to Preah Khan (1191), Neak Pean (ca. 1190–1210), Ta Som (ca. 1200), 
Srah Srang (ca. 1190–1210) and Ta Prohm (1186)

These monuments are all conveniently located on the so-called Grand Circuit, 
so that little walking need be done to see them. Their names are set down in the 
order in which they will be seen if starting from the Bayon and leaving Angkor 
Thom through the North Gate, i.e. in a clockwise direction. The distance covered 
is a matter of 20 kilometres; and may I say that quite apart from the excitement of 
the monuments themselves, the drive is memorable for its beauty. The quietude 
of these long straight avenues of massive silk cotton trees, which the French call 
fromagers, is broken only now and then by the whooping of a cowherd as he 
passes with his herd.

The two lakes, Srah Srang and Neak Pean, have been skilfully restored. They 
can be taken in at a glance, almost, and, if time presses, said goodbye to. The 
same is true of Ta Som, up at the northwest corner of the Grand Circuit, which 
is famous for its entrance gopuram featuring the four faces of Lokeshvara, each 
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strangely caught in the death clutch of the woody earth-seeking roots of an enor-
mous pippala tree. The conformation is especially remarkable on the east face, 
where the bare roots have the straggly appearance of locks of the Medusa’s hair; 
the actual temple, in the jungle beyond, hardly merits thorough investigation.

Preah Khan and Ta Prohm
Preah Khan and Ta Prohm are very different propositions indeed. Each of them 
is a vast linear complex of building construction, so vast indeed, and so com-
pletely enmeshed with jungle, that you cannot possibly hope to read their ground 

Plan of Preah Khan
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plans or get any impression of their architectural form as a whole; the plans I 
have prepared, in each case with a suggested route, or line of progress through 
the complex, are really meant to lead you into the monument and like Ariadne’s 
thread, get you out again. There is no real danger of course, for human beings 
are never very far away; but you may find yourself momentarily lost. You may 
experience that particular anguish which comes when having been proceeding 
apparently on a straight course, you find yourself staring at something, a piece 
of sculpture it may be, that you saw ten minutes earlier and realise you are back 
at your starting point. Begin again, and perhaps after ten minutes you will again 
be staring at this self-same sculpture. The jungle has made nonsense of the 
temple’s original plan; it has scribbled indecipherably across it, it has forced its 
own organic pattern upon it. Inside the precincts of Preah Khan and Ta Prohm 
you are in the jungle for man has left these buildings to the jungle. Today, these 
two temples have been partially restored and are open to tourists.

In all of these you may find great beauty. On the east gopuram wall at Preah 
Khan great nude trunks of pippalas rear up like diplodoci, craning their long 
necks upwards in criss-cross patterns. Along the floors of the inner halls, the 
great roots look like corrugated crocodiles in the half light. Inside the west 
gopuram of Ta Prohm, on axis, a great naked giant sits astride the roof of a 
pavilion, tearing in a fury of rage at the masonry with his enormous arms; it 
is a pippala. The architecture being unintelligible, your fancy is free to roam.

Plan of Ta Prohm
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Neak Pean
This bright little fantasy lies about 3 kilometres due east of Preah Khan and is 
reached by a short side-turning path to the right off the Grand Circuit (Route 

Plan of Neak Pean
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Nationale 105) near kilometre post 11. It is a quincunx of five lakes or tanks, a 
mother tank and four daughter tanks, each connected to the mother by means of 
a stone conduit housed in a little pavilion. When the mother is full, in October, 
water flows through the conduits and feeds the daughters until all are replen-
ished. I have never seen them in this state.

A paved causeway on top of the embankment wall leads to all parts of the 
ensemble, which is strictly rectangular, the smaller squares of the daughter tanks 
(6.7 metres on each side) abutting on the midsides of the larger square of the 
mother tank (24.6 metres). The inner sides of the embankment wall are stepped 
down to the floor of each tank along their entire length; the jungle crowds the 
monument on all sides. But the jungle, too, was once water, the water of the tank 
called Jayatataka, 3,500 by 99 metres, built by Jayavarman VII outside the west 
wall of Preah Khan, with which the latter Neak Pean is exactly aligned. Neak 
Pean is thus Jayatataka’s East Mebon.

Neak Pean is a microcosm of the legendary Indian Buddhist Lake Anavatapta, 
thought of as located in the Himalayas at the navel of the world, from which 
poured four great effluents feeding the four rivers of mankind. Each effluent 
was presided over by one of ‘Four Great Animals’ (maha ajaneya pasu), namely 
the elephant, bull, horse, and lion, corresponding to the north, east, south, and 
west quarters. Those who bathed in the effluents were cured of their diseases.

Neak Pean expresses this concept in practical and intelligible form. The stone 
conduits in the little pavilions are fashioned to represent the heads of the Four Great 
Animals, the only exception being that on the east, which depicts a human head 
instead of a bull’s. There seems to be a reference to them in Chou Ta-Kuan’s short 
description of Neak Pean lying in the middle of what he called: “Pour ce qui est du 
lion d’or, Buddha d’or, elephant de bronze, boeuf de bronze, tout cela s’y trouve.”67

Association of the Four Great Animals with Buddhism goes back at least 
as far as the 3rd century Indian Emperor Ashoka; they may have been regarded 
as symbolic of the Buddha’s life and personality: he appeared to his mother in 
a dream in the form of an elephant at the moment of his conception; he was 
born under the sign of the bull; the horse may symbolise Kanthaka, the animal 

67 Quoting Paul Pelliot, Mémoires sur les coutumes du Cambodge de Tcheou Ta-kouan; Version 
Nouvelle suivie d’un commentaire inacheve, Oeuvres posthumes de Paul Pelliot (Paris: 
Librairie d’Amerique et d’Orient Adrien-Maisonneuve, 1951), p. 12. “In the middle of it 
(Neak Pean) is a gold tower, square in shape, with several dozen stone chambers. A gold 
lion, a gold Buddha, a bronze elephant, a bronze cow, and a bronze horse – those are all 
there.”
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on which he rode away from home to seek enlightenment; and the lion would 
then be a reference to his own name Shakyamuni, the ‘Lion of the Shakyas’. On 
the famous Ashoka capital found at Sarnath, north India, the animals chase 
one another round the abacus in a clockwise direction, elephant being followed 
by bull, horse, and lion. They appear again on the border of the semi-circular 
‘moon-stone’ doorsteps of Ceylonese Buddhist monasteries, perhaps dating from 
as early as the 5th century, the elephant leading the procession, followed by horse, 
lion, and bull, again in a clockwise direction. At Neak Pean they, or rather their 
heads, appear in the same sequence but in an anticlockwise direction, and with 
the substitution, as noted, of the head of a human (Buddha?) for that of the bull.

The little pavilions are thought to have been bathhouses; those who bathed 
in the flow of water from the open mouths of the gargoyles were cured of their 
diseases, or were otherwise benefitted. Each pavilion is buried in the embankment 
wall of the tank, with only its vaulted roofs showing, but opens freely into the 
daughter tank that it serves. Here the celebrant entered, and, squatting on a lotus-
shaped stone, bathed in the flow of water from the open mouth of the gargoyle. 
A stone pipe connected the latter with the main tank. Should the flow cease, as 
the level of the water in the main tank fall, water could still be poured into the 
little chamber by a priest standing on the steps leading down to the water’s edge.

~~~

In his Art and Architecture of India, Rowland points out that the Four Great 
Animals, used as directional symbols, also featured in the coronation rites of 
King Chulalongkorn of Siam in the 19th century. The king circumambulated a 
large artificial mound erected in the heart of Bangkok, a font set in each of its 
four sides; above the fonts were carved effigies of the Four Great Animals. As 
he walked round this monument, the new king received a ceremonial lustra-
tion at each of the fonts. The ritual was intended to secure for him a universal 
ascendancy, for the fonts corresponded to the four rivers of the world, while 
the mound itself symbolised the cosmic Mount Meru, the whole contraption 
being an example of what Rowland describes as “pratibimba, the reconstruction 
in architecture or sculpture of the imagined structure of supernatural things or 
regions, in order that men may have access to them or power over them through 
an imminent [sic] symbol”. The same principle underlies the entire achievement 
of Khmer monumental architecture, as we have seen over and over again.

~~~

Returning to Neak Pean, the centre of the mother tank is occupied by a charm-
ing little man-made island, 13.7 metres across, rising from a base sculpted in 
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the form of a double lotus with sixteen petals, seeming to float upon the water, 
and upon which lie the stone bodies of two enormous nagas, circumscribing 
the island, the tips of their tails intertwined on the west side, their two upreared 
heads facing eastwards, on either side of what must have been the main avenue 
of approach to the temple. They gave the place its name, for Neak Pean means 
‘Coiled Serpents’, neak being the Khmer rendering of the Sanskrit naga. They are 
Nanda and Upananda, two nagas traditionally associated with Lake Anavatapta.

The temple that stands upon the island is Buddhist in its iconography, its 
dedication being to Lokeshvara or Avalokiteshvara, with whom the personality 
of Jayavarman VII was linked. Thus the three false doors on north, west, and 
south sides are filled with single standing images of Avalokiteshvara, accompa-
nied in one case by his shakti Tara and Hayagriva. The frontispieces above the 
lintels to the shrines feature scenes from the life of Buddha – over the east door 
the ‘Cutting of the Hair’; over the north the ‘Great Departure’; over the west, the 
Buddha meditating under the Bodhi tree; that over the south is indecipherable.

Formerly, four huge sculptured groups stood on the actual floor of the lake, 
one on each side, and on the axes of the pavilions. Possibly they were all alike: 
that on the east side still survives. It is a gargantuan image of the horse Balaha; 
that is, of Avalokiteshvara himself, in his role of a saviour deity. His universal 
compassion manifests itself in this instance by the group of tortured-looking 
men clinging desperately to his flanks. They are Simhala and his comrades, 
sailors cast away on the island of the rakshasis or ogresses, an island popularly 
equated with Ceylon and appearing as Tamradvipa in the legend. Balaha saves 
them from these man-eaters and proudly bears them away across the ocean to 
safety. Roughly executed as it is, the sculpture has an extraordinary intensity, 
and the horse appears as though endowed with a sort of personality, a charisma, 
as he breasts the waves with the little dot of humanity hanging behind. This is 
Jayavarman VII as he would have wished to have appeared to his people. It is 
the voice of his guilty conscience.

Neak Pean, like several other monuments of its period, for example, the orna-
mental lake called Srah Srang, illustrates the total domination that Jayavarman 
VII had achieved over his state. It is only during a phase of monarchic or other 
absolutism, in which the leader is at least partly a god in the eyes of his people, 
that such elaborate non-essentials can be constructed for public edification. Pos-
sibly Neak Pean did cure some mortal soul of its disease, real or imagined. But 
it is essentially a conceit, an exquisite piece of architectural bric-a-brac whose 
true affinities are with the lesser monuments of Sans-Souci and Versailles. It has 
been beautifully restored by the Frenchman Glaize in 1935.
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Ak Yom 7th to 9th centuries. Jayavarman II? Hidden in bushes 
on the southwest corner of the West Baray, Ak Yom is 
perhaps historically significant, yet is so badly decayed, 
and so inaccessible, it is hardly worth a visit.68

Lolei 893. Yashovarman I. This important secondary 
monument is located at Roluos; it co-exists unhappily 
with a modern Buddhist monastery which surrounds 
it, but is well worth a visit if time can be found.

Phnom Krom ca. 900. Yashovarman I. Three temples in line on a 
common terrace dedicated to the Trimurti: Shiva, 
Vishnu, Brahma. They are half-buried in vegetation, 
and present a most desolate air. They are perhaps worth 
visiting for the sake of the view.

Baksei Chamkrong 947. Rajendravarman II. This beautiful temple-pyramid 
is easily visited from the road passing between Phnom 
Bakheng and the South Gate of Angkor Thom. Its 
proportions and scaling are truly classical, the laterite 
and brick construction most expert. The sides of the 
pyramid measure 27 metres at its base, 15 metres at its 
summit; its overall height is 13 metres. The brick tower 
above opens to the east, with false doors on the other 
three sides; all doors have decorative lintels, octagonal 
pilasters, and doorjambs of sandstone, similar in 
character to those of East Mebon. An inscription on the 
doorjambs of the east door mentions an image of Shiva 
installed by Rajendravarman II in 947, the presumed 
date of Baksei Chamkrong.

Ta Keo ca. 1000? Jayavarman V, Suryavarman I. An unfinished 
Mount Meru of great size and massiveness. Its plan 
resembles those of Pre Rup (p. 73) and East Mebon 
(p. 68), and comprises two concentric rectangular 
enclosures, and a three-stepped central pyramid set 

68 This temple has been partially restored and is now open to visitors (2017).
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Plan of Baksei Chamkrong

back somewhat towards the west, sustaining quincunx 
of half-finished sandstone prasats. The ascent is 
described by Glaize as pénible.
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Preah Pithu First half of 12th century. Suryavarman II? This name 
is given to a group of temples to the north and east of 
the Elephant Terrace, i.e. due north of North Khleang. 
They are half submerged in jungle, scarcely worth a visit 
if you are pressed for time.

Thommanon First half of 12th century. Suryavarman II. An exquisitely 
decorated temple, comprising a prasat with four false 
storeys over a square cella, with four porches, and 
connected through the east porch to a rectangular 
antechamber, antarasala. The antarasala connects up 
with a cruciform gopuram on the east side. The gopuram 

Plan of Thommanon
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on the west side comprises a single rectangular chamber 
with two side-chambers. In the southeast corner of 
the enclosure is a single ‘library’. The temple is richly 
adorned with superb apsara images.

Chau Say Tevoda First half of 12th century. Suryavarman II. This shrine 
stands opposite Thommanon, on the Petit Circuit 
leading out of Angkor Thom. It is similar on plan to 
Thommanon, save in having four cruciform gopura, 
and twin ‘libraries’ in the east part of the enclosure. The 
shrine is memorable for its exquisite apsara images.

Plan of Chao Say Tevoda
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Plan of Banteay Kdei

Banteay Kdei Second half of 12th century. Jayavarman VII. This 
temple, conceived along the same lines as Preah Khan 
and Ta Prohm, and in the same condition of romantic 
dilapidation, is considered less photogenic than they, 
and is in any case out of bounds.69 

69 The temple is now open to visitors through the conservation work of a Japanese team 2017.
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This would have been the first guide to the 
monuments of Angkor in English, if it had 
been published at the time it was written in the 

early 1970’s, as the guides published up to then were in 
French. It would also be the first guide written by an 
art historian, rather than architects or conservateurs 
who had written the earlier guides. More unique was 
that this was the first guide to propose visiting the 
monuments “in the order in which they were built,” 
rather than, as with all other guides, according to 
their proximity for the convenience of the visitor. 
This historical approach allowed the visitor to better 
appreciate the stylistic evolution of the monuments. 
This guide is published some forty-five years later 
as a tribute to its author, William Willetts‡, and 
commemoration of his unique historical approach to 
visiting Angkor.

William Willetts 
photographed at Angkor 
in 1968 by Pamela M. 
Watkins, dressed in his 
trademark oversized 
white short sleeve short 
kurta and loose fitting 
white cotton drill shorts 
otherwise known as 
“Bombay Bloomers” with 
Indian chappal slippers.




