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Angkor and the 
Khmer Empire 
(c. 802–1431)

middle Ages And eArly eXPlorATion
THE ASIA-PACIFIC WORLD

A Timeline of The khmer 
emPire

c. 100–300
Traders bring Hinduism 
and Buddhism from 
southern India and
Sri Lanka to
South-East Asia.

900–1000
Tai peoples migrate from 

southern China into 
northern Thailand, 
Burma and Laos. 

Burmese migrate from 
southern China into 

northern Burma.

939
Viets expel China
from Vietnam.

1295
Srindravarman deposes 
Jayavarman VIII and 
introduces Theravada 
Buddhism.

1327
The Classical Period 
ends with the last known 
inscription on a pillar.

1238
Thais rebel against 
Khmer rule and found a 
kingdom at Sukhothai.

802–35
Jayavarman II founds the 

Khmer Empire
in Cambodia.

c. 889–900
Yasovarman I moves the 
Khmer capital to the 
Angkor area.

c. 1113–50
Suryavarman II builds 
Angkor Wat.

c. 550–800
Early kingdoms of 
Chenla in Cambodia

1181–1215
Khmer Empire reaches 

its greatest extent under 
Jayavarman VII.

1283
Jayavarman VIII pays 

tribute to Kublai Khan’s 
Mongols to avoid war.

1296–7
Chinese diplomat

Zhou Daguan
visits Cambodia.

1431
Thais sack Angkor and it 

is abandoned by the 
Khmer rulers.
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5.1 Overview
5.1.1 links WiTh our Times

The countries that make up South-East Asia are 
Australia’s nearest neighbours after New Guinea 
and New Zealand. Until the 1970s, many Australians 
viewed South-East Asia with suspicion and some 
people imagined that Australia might be invaded. 
Few Australians understood the history and culture of 
these countries. Today, we have close ties with several 
countries in South-East Asia and some are popular 
destinations for Australian travellers.

But how much do we really know or understand about 
these countries? 

In recent years, Cambodia has attracted increasing 
numbers of Australian travellers. However, you may not 
know that Cambodia was once the centre of a great 
empire that controlled most of mainland South-East 
Asia, an empire that built amazing temple complexes 
that are now visited by millions of people.

To understand any country or region, you need to know 
its history. In this topic, you will learn about mainland 
South-East Asia, particularly Cambodia, between the ninth 
and fourteenth centuries. As you will discover, this region’s 
history is as rich and exciting as that of any place on Earth.

Big QuesTions
As you work through this topic, look for information that will 
help you to answer these questions:
1 What were some signifi cant events in the history of the 

Khmer Empire?
2 How did the Khmer interact with their environment?
3 What were the effects of contact between the Khmer and 

other societies?
4 How did religious beliefs and values infl uence Khmer society?
5 What have been the main legacies of the Khmer civilisation?

sTArTer QuesTions
1 What are three South-East Asian countries?
2 Have you ever visited a South-East Asian country? If so, 

how was it different from Australia?
3 Why might it be important for people in Australia to have a 

better understanding of South-East Asia’s history, peoples 
and cultures?
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5.2 Examining the evidence

5.2.1 How do we know about Angkor and the Khmer Empire?
In this topic, we will be studying South-East Asia during the time of the Middle Ages in 
Europe. Many historians call this the Classical Period of South-East Asia because it was a time 
when powerful states emerged, along with great achievements in art and architecture. You will 
notice some remarkable similarities between China, India and some ancient civilisations of the 
Mediterranean region; however, you will also notice great diff erences.

Th e main focus of this topic will be on the Khmer Empire, which was based in Cambodia 
from about 802 to 1431. To understand how Khmer society developed, we need to examine the 
bigger picture and study how this civilisation fi ts in the history of South-East Asia as a region. 
Khmer society both infl uenced and was infl uenced by neighbouring civilisations. Th is is because 
at its height the Khmer Empire controlled much of modern Th ailand, Laos and Vietnam.

Legendary history
Many details of the history of South-East Asian societies are still a mystery. Like the ancient 
Greeks, Romans, Chinese and others, these societies had legends about their origins. However, 
these legends are sometimes contradicted by other sources. For example, there are legends that 
place Tai peoples in northern Th ailand long before archaeological evidence does.

Inscriptions and other written sources
Th e only written primary sources from most South-East Asian societies during this period 
are inscriptions on materials such as stone pillars and gold foil. Sources from other societies 
can provide more information. For example, Chinese records discuss contact with parts of 
South-East Asia. Th e most useful of these is an account written by Zhou Daguan, a Chinese 
diplomat who stayed at the Khmer royal court at Angkor in 1296–1297. Also, from the sixteenth 
century, we have records from European contacts.

sourCe 1 A relief sculpture at the Bayon Temple in Angkor Thom, Cambodia. It was carved between the 
end of the twelfth century and the beginning of the thirteenth century. It depicts the Khmer army going to 
war against Champa, a Hindu kingdom that controlled much of central and southern Vietnam until the late 
fi fteenth century.

Tai ethnic groups 
that migrated from 
southern China into 
northern mainland 
South-East Asia from 
the tenth century

khmer the Cambodian 
people
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Archaeological evidence
Th e most striking evidence comes from archaeological sites, especially temples. Th e most 
impressive of all the temple complexes is at Angkor, the capital of the Khmer Empire at the height 
of its power. Angkor’s temples were originally Hindu temples, but they later became Buddhist 
temples and had images of the Buddha added to them. Inscriptions in the Angkor temples tell us 
about religion and rulers. Relief sculptures, such as the one in sourCe 1, show scenes that include 
peasants ploughing fi elds, women in childbirth, market scenes, palace life and soldiers going to 
war. Evidence from Angkor also helps us to gain an understanding of neighbouring societies such 
as the emerging kingdoms in Th ailand that were infl uenced by Angkor.

sourCe 3 A relief sculpture at AngkorsourCe 2 Enormous sculpted faces tower over the Bayon 
Temple at Angkor.

5.2 PuTTing iT All TogeTher

using hisToriCAl sourCes As evidenCe

1 Study sourCe 1.
a Describe the details of this relief sculpture.
b How are the Khmer soldiers dressed and armed?
c Who do you think the fi gure on the elephant would most likely be? Why?
d What role do you think elephants might have played in such wars?
e What attitude to war is conveyed by this sculpture?

2 What kinds of crafts or skills would have been needed to create sourCes 1, 2 and 3?
3 How would a society have to be organised to enable it to create such works?
4 Write three questions you would use to focus your research if you were using sourCes 2 and 3 

as evidence for an investigation of the history of Angkor.

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au

hindu the most 
ancient of all the 
main world religions; 
originated in India

Buddhist to do 
with Buddhism; a 
follower of Buddhism

Buddha Siddhartha 
Gautama who founded 
Buddhism in the 
sixth century BCE
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5.3 Environment and peoples
5.3.1 Geographical features
South-East Asia consists of the countries 
north of Australia, south of China and east 
of India. Although Vietnam was strongly 
infl uenced by Chinese culture, Indian 
infl uences dominated in Burma (now 
Myanmar), Th ailand, Laos and Cambodia. 
Th e geography of this region played a key 
role in shaping its history.

Almost all of South-East Asia lies in the 
tropics and most of the region has a hot and 
humid monsoon climate. Th is means it has 
wet and dry seasons; a cool season generally 
occurs only in upland areas.

It is a region of geographical contrasts. 
Th ere are heavily cropped river valleys such 
as the Mekong delta in Vietnam. Th ere are 
dense rainforests such as those in western 
Malaysia, and there is a dry zone in Burma 
and north-eastern Th ailand. Traditionally, 
populations have been most concentrated in 
lowlands and along rivers, lakes and coasts. 
Such places provided fresh water, fertile soils 
for growing crops and access to the sea for 
trading.

Maritime South-East Asia
Geographers divide South-East Asia into 
two broad areas: maritime and mainland. 
Maritime South-East Asia is made up of 
Indonesia, Malaysia, Brunei, Singapore, the 
Philippines and Timor-Leste (East Timor). 
Hinduism was the fi rst major religion in 
maritime South-East Asia with Hindu states 
in Java and Sumatra (now parts of Indonesia). 
However, Muslim traders brought Islam to 
Indonesia and Malaysia in the thirteenth and 
fourteenth centuries and it quickly became 
the dominant religion. Th e Philippines and 
Timor-Leste have mostly Roman Catholic 
populations because they were colonised by 
the Portuguese and the Spanish.

Mainland South-East Asia
Th is is made up of Burma, Th ailand, Laos, 
Cambodia and Vietnam. In these countries the 
dominant religion is Th eravada Buddhism, 
which will be explored later in this topic.

did you knoW?

The earliest South-East Asian 
civilisation was the Hindu 
state of Srivijaya, based on 
the Indonesian island of 
Sumatra. Between the sixth 
and thirteenth centuries, 
Srivijaya was a trading empire 
that controlled the Strait of 
Malacca. Its sailors travelled 
between India and China 
exchanging goods from as far 
as Persia for Chinese silks and 
porcelains.

Theravada Buddhism 
one of the two main 
forms of Buddhism that 
infl uenced mainland 
South-East Asia
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5.3.1 Geographical features
South-East Asia consists of the countries 
north of Australia, south of China and east 
of India. Although Vietnam was strongly 
infl uenced by Chinese culture, Indian 
infl uences dominated in Burma (now 
Myanmar), Th ailand, Laos and Cambodia. 
Th e geography of this region played a key 
role in shaping its history.

Almost all of South-East Asia lies in the 
tropics and most of the region has a hot and 
humid monsoon climate. Th is means it has 
wet and dry seasons; a cool season generally 
occurs only in upland areas.

It is a region of geographical contrasts. 
Th ere are heavily cropped river valleys such 
as the Mekong delta in Vietnam. Th ere are 
dense rainforests such as those in western 
Malaysia, and there is a dry zone in Burma 
and north-eastern Th ailand. Traditionally, 
populations have been most concentrated in 
lowlands and along rivers, lakes and coasts. 
Such places provided fresh water, fertile soils 
for growing crops and access to the sea for 
trading.

Maritime South-East Asia
Geographers divide South-East Asia into 
two broad areas: maritime and mainland. 
Maritime South-East Asia is made up of 
Indonesia, Malaysia, Brunei, Singapore, the 
Philippines and Timor-Leste (East Timor). 
Hinduism was the fi rst major religion in 
maritime South-East Asia with Hindu states 
in Java and Sumatra (now parts of Indonesia). 
However, Muslim traders brought Islam to 
Indonesia and Malaysia in the thirteenth and 
fourteenth centuries and it quickly became 
the dominant religion. Th e Philippines and 
Timor-Leste have mostly Roman Catholic 
populations because they were colonised by 
the Portuguese and the Spanish.

Mainland South-East Asia
Th is is made up of Burma, Th ailand, Laos, 
Cambodia and Vietnam. In these countries the 
dominant religion is Th eravada Buddhism, 
which will be explored later in this topic.

did you knoW?

The earliest South-East Asian 
civilisation was the Hindu 
state of Srivijaya, based on 
the Indonesian island of 
Sumatra. Between the sixth 
and thirteenth centuries, 
Srivijaya was a trading empire 
that controlled the Strait of 
Malacca. Its sailors travelled 
between India and China 
exchanging goods from as far 
as Persia for Chinese silks and 
porcelains.

Theravada Buddhism 
one of the two main 
forms of Buddhism that 
infl uenced mainland 
South-East Asia

sourCe 1 A map of 
modern-day South-East Asia 
showing landforms, rivers 
and cities with a population 
of over 1 million people
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5.3.1 Activities 

CheCk your undersTAnding

1 Which countries make up mainland 
South-East Asia?

2 Why have South-East Asian populations been 
concentrated mainly in lowlands along rivers, 
lakes and coasts?

using hisToriCAl sourCes As evidenCe

3 Use sourCe 1 to locate the position of the 
capitals and other major cities in mainland 
South-East Asia. What geographic features 
would explain why they grew there?

4 Angkor, the centre of the Khmer Empire, 
is located near Siem Reap in Cambodia. 
Using sourCe 1, locate Siem Reap and suggest 
what geographical feature could have helped 
Angkor to develop there.
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5.3.2 Peoples in South-East Asia
Many diff erent peoples and cultures have 
shaped the history of South-East Asia.
 • Austro-Melanesian peoples arrived about 

70  000 years ago. Th ey are now only a 
tiny minority in South-East Asia.

 • Malays probably migrated from 
southern China from about 2500 BCE, 
settling in the Philippines, Malaysia and 
Indonesia.

 • Vietnamese migrated from China to 
northern Vietnam before the second 
century BCE.

 • Th e Chams probably migrated from 
Borneo to southern Vietnam before the 
second century BCE (see sourCe 2).

 • Mon peoples and related Khmers spread 
across South-East Asia from southern 
Burma into Th ailand, Cambodia 
and southern Vietnam in the early 
centuries CE.

 • Tai peoples migrated from southern 
China mainly into Th ailand, Laos, 
northern Burma and north-western 
Vietnam in the tenth century CE 
(see sourCe 3).

sourCe 2 The Ponagar Towers in Nha Trang, Vietnam, were built by the Chams between the seventh 
and twelfth centuries CE. They are the best-preserved relics of the Champa civilisation, which was often at 
war with the Khmer Empire.

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au

sourCe 3 This Buddhist chedhi (tower) in northern 
Thailand is believed to have been built around 1100 CE.
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People and environment of Angkor
The Khmer homeland, Cambodia, receives an enormous amount of rain during its six-month-
long wet season but almost none during its dry season. This meant that settlement was possible 
only along the rivers. From the ninth century, vast reservoirs were built at Angkor. Over the 
following centuries, a complicated system of moats and canals was built. The Khmer were able to 
produce three rice crops each year. This made it possible to feed a large population and to provide 
the surplus needed to build and maintain Angkor’s great temples.

5.3.2 Activities 

CheCk your undersTAnding

1 Where did the Khmer peoples originate?
2 Where did the Vietamese, Chams and Tais 

come from?

using hisToriCAl sourCes As evidenCe

3 Using sourCes 2 and 3 as your evidence, 
what can you tell about the cultures of the 
Chams and Tais, whose civilisations developed 
around the time of the Khmer Empire?

5.3 PuTTing iT All TogeTher

idenTifying ConTinuiTy And ChAnge

1 Create a mind map to demonstrate your 
understanding of where and when the 
Khmers, Chams, Vietnamese and Tais 
settled in mainland South-East Asia and 
the geographical features that enabled their 
civilisations to develop where they did.

deTermining hisToriCAl signifiCAnCe

2 Explain the historical significance of 
migrations between the third century BCE 
and the tenth century CE in shaping the 
cultural diversity that exists in South-East 
Asia today.

5.4 The historical setting
5.4.1 Meet the neighbours
In the ninth century, the Khmer king Jayavarman II founded the Khmer Empire in Cambodia. 
It became the most powerful state in South-East Asia. By the twelfth century it included much of 
Thailand, Laos and Southern Vietnam. To understand how Angkor was able to hold such power, 
we need to look at the states around it. There were many kingdoms in mainland South-East Asia 
during the period of the Khmer Empire.
Burma
 • People called the Pyu had kingdoms in upper Burma between the first and eleventh centuries 

CE. They practised Theravada Buddhism.
 • The Mon people in Burma adopted Theravada Buddhism and are believed to have founded the 

kingdoms of Thaton and Pegu in lower Burma in the ninth century.
 • The Bamar (Burman) people founded the city of Bagan in upper Burma in the eleventh 

century. Its remains include a massive Buddhist temple complex. From 1057 CE, Bagan 
controlled a vast Burmese empire until it was crushed by invading Mongols in 1287.

Thailand and Laos
 • In the sixth century, the Mon founded a network of Theravada Buddhist city-states called the 

kingdom of Dvaravati along Thailand’s Chao Phraya valley. They founded Haripunchai in northern 
Thailand in the ninth century. When the Khmer invaded, the Mon perished or were assimilated.

 • In the thirteenth century, the Tai kingdom of Lan Na came to power in northern Thailand. In 
central Thailand, Sukhothai was the most powerful of the Tai states from 1238 to 1350. The 
main threat to these states came from Burma. Tai peoples also occupied the lowlands of Laos.

Cambodia
 • From the third century to the seventh century, the civilisation of Funan covered much of 

Cambodia. The people of Funan were Khmers and Mons. Funan adopted Hinduism from India.
 • From about 630 to 802, a collection of Hindu states called Chenla existed north of Funan in 

northern Cambodia, southern Laos and eastern Thailand.
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sourCe 1 A map of civilisations in mainland South-East Asia in 400–700 CE. Over 
the next few centuries, Dvaravati would expand north. Black line borders show 
modern states.
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Vietnam
 • In 207 BCE the state of Nam-Viet was proclaimed in what is now northern Vietnam. A century 

later, China made it part of its empire. It remained under Chinese control until 939 CE when 
Vietnam broke away and formed the state of Dai Viet. Th is state had to resist several Chinese 
attempts to regain control.

 • What is now the coastal part of southern Vietnam was then the Hindu state of Champa. From 
the eleventh century, Vietnam gradually spread south, taking territory from Champa. Yet in 
the twelfth century, Champa was powerful enough to attack the Khmer Empire.
Between the ninth century and the twelfth century, most states bordering the Khmer Empire 

were small and were struggling to establish themselves. Th e Tai peoples’ main enemies were the 
Burmese, and the Viets were concerned with the Chinese and Champa. Th is situation helped 
the Khmer Empire to expand. However, once strong and united states emerged in Th ailand and 
Vietnam, the Khmer Empire would be under threat.
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sourCe 2 A map of civilisations and empires in mainland South-East Asia in 
1100–1200 CE. Black line borders show modern states.
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Deepen and check your understanding of the topic with the 
following resources and auto-marked questions:
khmer empire 

5.4.1 Activities 

CheCk your undersTAnding

1 Who founded the Khmer Empire in the ninth century?
2 Which kingdoms were founded by the Mon in Burma and 

Thailand by the ninth century?
3 Where was Bagan and which people founded it?
4 Name the kingdom founded by Tai people in central 

Thailand in the thirteenth century.

using hisToriCAl sourCes As evidenCe

5 Study sourCes 1 and 2 and compare them with the map 
of modern-day South-East Asia in 5.3 Environment and 
peoples.

a Which two civilisations occupied Cambodia in the 
period 400–700 CE?

b In what modern country are Haripunchai and 
Sukhothai?

c Approximately what proportion of modern Vietnam was 
in Champa?

d What modern countries were included in the Khmer 
(Cambodian) Empire by c. 1200?

e Which civilisation appeared to dominate mainland 
South-East Asia in 1200?

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au
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5.4 PuTTing iT All TogeTher

idenTifying ConTinuiTy And ChAnge

1 Using the sources and information in this subtopic, describe the changes that occurred in 
Cambodia between the third century and the twelfth century.

AnAlysing CAuse And effeCT

2 Explain how the situation in the Khmer Empire’s neighbouring states enabled it to expand until 
the thirteenth century.

5.5 The rise of Angkor and the 
Khmer Empire
5.5.1 The Khmer Empire to the twelfth century
Until 802 CE, Cambodia (then called Kambuja or Kambujadesa) appears to have been a group 
of weak states ruled by princes and dominated by the Hindu kingdom of Java (in modern-day 
Indonesia). At the end of the eighth century, a Khmer prince returned to Cambodia from the 
Javanese royal court. Th e Khmer kingdom began in 802 when the prince declared Cambodia’s 
independence and proclaimed himself to be the God-King Jayavarman II.

sourCe 1 A modern artist’s depiction of Suryavarman II killing his rival during a battle fought on war 
elephants

188 Jacaranda History Alive 8 Victorian Curriculum

 A

 B

 C

 A  Evidence suggests the 
Khmer armies used elephants 
in battle. 

 B  A person called a mahout sat 
on the elephant’s neck and used a 
stick to control the elephant.

 C  Spears were one of 
the types of weapons used 
by the Khmer.
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Jayavarman II established four capitals for his kingdom. Th e most important of these would be 
Hariharalaya (now called Roluos) on the northern shore of Tonle Sap (near the modern city of 
Siem Reap). He used wars, alliances and marriages to expand the area under his control. He built 
several Hindu temples. Th ese and the temples built by his successors served as the mausoleums 
of the Khmer kings when they died.

Jayavarman II’s successors went on building temples and expanding the empire. Yasovarman I 
(who ruled from 889 to 900) constructed a new capital called Yasodharapura and a gigantic 
reservoir measuring 7.5 kilometres by 1.8 kilometres in the Angkor area. In 953, Rajendravarman 
II (944–968) built a series of temples at Angkor, and during his reign the Khmers had their fi rst 
war with Champa. Under his son, Jayavarman V (968–1001), the Khmer court became a centre 
for scholars and artists.

Suryavarman II
Th e decades after Jayavarman V’s death were years of fi erce power struggles among the Khmer 
ruling class in which kings were overthrown by their rivals. According to a Khmer inscription, 
Suryavarman II (1113–1150) came to power after killing a rival prince in a battle fought on 
war elephants. He extended the Khmer Empire by conquering Haripunchai and south-western 
Th ailand up to the border with Bagan. In the east and north he took several provinces of Champa 
and expanded north to the present southern border of Laos. Such expansion did not necessarily 
mean direct Khmer rule. In many places it was simply a matter of local rulers acknowledging the 
Khmer king as their overlord.

Suryavarman II also commenced the construction of the greatest of all the Khmer temples, 
Angkor Wat. It was built in just 37 years and dedicated to the Hindu god Vishnu. After 
Suryavarman II’s death, the Cham invaded the Khmer Empire in 1177, rowing up the 
Mekong River and across Tonle Sap in war canoes. Th ey sacked the Khmer capital and killed 
King Tribhuvanadityavarman.

sourCe 2 Part of the amazing Angkor Wat, commenced under Suryavarman II

Tonle sap the largest 
freshwater lake in 
South-East Asia

mausoleums a huge 
tomb
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5.5.1 Activities 

CheCk your undersTAnding

1 How was the Khmer kingdom founded in 802 CE?
2 What was Hariharalaya and where was it built?
3 What did Yasovarman I and Rajendravarman II have constructed in the Angkor area?
4 Under which ruler was Angkor Wat commenced?

seQuenCing Chronology

5 Create a timeline of key events in the rise of the Khmer Empire up to 1177 and identify 
developments that helped it to grow.

using hisToriCAl sourCes As evidenCe

6 Compose an inscription that could have been written to honour Suryavarman II’s victory as 
depicted in sourCe 1.

7 Look at Angkor Wat in sourCe 2. What features do you think justify its reputation as the most 
spectacular of the Khmer temples?

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au

5.5.2 Jayavarman VII, greatest of the Khmer rulers?
Th e next Khmer king was Jayavarman VII (1181–c. 1218), who is regarded as the greatest of 
all Khmer rulers. His history is known mainly through inscriptions and works of art. His name 
means ‘victorious warrior’. In 1178, after the Cham invaders sacked Yasodharapura, the Khmer 
capital, and killed King Tribhuvanadityavarman, Jayavarman led a Khmer army that fought to 
drive the Cham out. His battles on land and water are depicted on the walls of the Bayon Temple 
in Angkor Th om (see sourCes 3 and 4). He put an end to the claims of his rivals for the kingship 
and was crowned in 1181. He waged war against Champa for 22 years, conquering its land and 
extending the Khmer Empire to the southern shores of Vietnam (see sourCe 5). During his long 
rule, the Khmer Empire reached the greatest extent of its territory and the height of its power.

sourCe 3 A relief sculpture on the Bayon Temple depicting Cham soldiers in war canoes
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sourCe 4 A war scene in a relief sculpture on the Bayon Temple

During his reign, the Cambodian 
kingdom spanned a huge area; 
extending beyond the Menam Basin 
to the west (the Bayon inscription 
mentions the existence of two statues 
of divinities [gods] guarding the 
cities of Ratchaburi and Phetburi in 
Thailand), as far as the seacoast of 
Champa to the east, as far as the city 
of Sukhothai .  .  . in the north, all the 
way down to the southern sea. At the 
time the Khmers were trading with 
China, India and other countries of 
Asia Minor.

sourCe 5 Khmer expansion under 
Jayavarman VII, from the National 
Museum of Cambodia

Religious changes
Varieties of Buddhism had long been practiced alongside Hinduism but Jayavarman VII was 
a follower of Mahayana Buddhism and, in a truly revolutionary step, he made this the new 
state religion of the Khmer Empire. His great building program may have been partly aimed at 
introducing his mainly Hindu population to the symbols of Buddhism, which were provided in 
sculptures that adorned his temples.

A great building program
According to an inscription discovered in Laos, Jaryavarman VII wanted to turn his kingdom 
into an earthly paradise. He conducted a massive program of public works, building 
102 hospitals, many reservoirs, roads with 121 rest houses along them and several temples. Th e 
temples included Ta Prohm, in honour of his mother, and Neak Khan, to honour his father. 
His greatest construction was the capital city, Angkor Th om (meaning ‘great city’). Angkor 
Th om included the Bayon Temple (see 5.8 Angkor’s buildings). Th e construction of Angkor 
Th om was probably partly a reaction to the sacking of the Khmer capital. Angkor Th om was 
built with massive walls surrounded by a moat to deter any future invaders. Like other Khmer 
temples, Angkor Th om also provided for agriculture by having ponds and barrays (water 
reservoirs used for irrigation).

5.5.2 Activities 

CheCk your undersTAnding

1 How did Jayavarman VII become the Khmer king?
2 What changes did Jayavarman VII bring to the Khmer Empire in:

a territory
b building?

using hisToriCAl sourCes As evidenCe

3 Look closely at sourCes 3 and 4.
a Describe what is happening in each of these sources.
b Why do you think Jayavarman VII had these relief sculptures carved on the Bayon Temple walls 

in Angkor Thom?
4 What can you tell from sourCe 5 about Khmer expansion under Jayavarman VII?

mahayana Buddhism 
one of the two main 
forms of Buddhism that 
infl uenced mainland 
South-East Asia
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5.5 PuTTing iT All TogeTher

idenTifying ConTinuiTy And ChAnge

1 How big was the religious change introduced by 
Jayavarman VII, and how might his subjects have felt 
about such a change?

deTermining hisToriCAl signifiCAnCe

2 Using evidence from all sources and other information in 
this subtopic, give your opinion on whether Jayavarman VII 

should be considered to be the greatest of the Khmer rulers. 
You could consider the following points:
• Who benefi ted from his construction projects?
• How far did he extend the Khmer Empire?
• Why do many historians regard his achievements as 

greater than those of earlier Khmer rulers, including 
Suryavarman II?

5.6 Religious beliefs and values
5.6.1 Animism and Hinduism
Religious ideas inspired the Khmer rulers to build great temples. During Angkor’s period 
of power, there were shifts from Hinduism to two diff erent forms of Buddhism. Ideas from 
these major world religions had co-existed in South-East Asia for centuries and infl uenced the 
development of the Khmer Empire.

Animism
From the earliest times, ordinary people worshipped spirits. South-East Asian people were 
animists before Hinduism and Buddhism arrived in their lands. Animism is the belief that natural 
phenomena like winds and rain have souls, and that people, animals and objects such as trees are 
inhabited by spirits. People also believed in life after death and worshipped the spirits of their 
ancestors. Generally, when ordinary people 
adopted one of the major religions they 
blended it with earlier local beliefs and customs.

Hinduism
Th e fi rst major religion to come into South-
East Asia was Hinduism. Th e ancient Hindu 
religion has many gods and originated 
in India. Hindu gods include Vishnu, 
the supreme god and preserver of the 
universe, and Shiva, god of destruction and 
regeneration. Over the centuries, worshippers 
began to choose to follow only one of the 
many Hindu gods.

Reincarnation is a key Hindu belief. 
Hindus believe that a soul exists in each living 
thing and that performing religious duties 
and living a moral life leads to being born 
into a higher class in the next life. Hindus see 
their goal as the achievement of spiritual joy 
by eventually being united with Brahma, the 
universal spirit.

Hinduism in South-East Asia
Hinduism in India divided society into classes 
called castes. Th ese are Brahman (priests); 
warriors and landowners; farmers and 
craftsmen; and untouchables or outcasts. By the 
ninth century CE, many rulers of South-East 
Asian states followed Hinduism, but the caste 
system was never adopted in South-East Asia.

sourCe 1 A fi gure from Banteay Srei, a tenth 
century Hindu temple on the outskirts of Angkor

reincarnation being 
continuously born and 
reborn in other lives
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5.6.1 Activities 

CheCk your undersTAnding

1 What do animists believe?
2 What do Hindus believe about reincarnation?
3 What was the Hindu caste system and in what signifi cant way did South-East Asian Hinduism 

differ from practices in India?

using hisToriCAl sourCes As evidenCe

4 Banteay Srei, the Hindu temple shown in sourCe 1, means ‘Citadel of the women’. Its fi ne 
carvings are said to be the work of a woman. Do you think this could be true? Why or why not?

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au

5.6.2 Buddhism
Buddhism was founded by the Hindu prince Siddhartha Gautama in the sixth century BCE. 
He decided to leave his riches and seek truth after observing the suff ering in his kingdom. 
It is said he lived as a hermit for seven years, and then set out to teach people what he called 
the Four Noble Truths. At this time people began calling him the Buddha, which means ‘the 
Enlightened One’.

Th e Four Noble Truths are:
 • All people, regardless of wealth, suff er pain.
 • People remain on an endless cycle of reincarnation — they keep being born and reborn, and 

pain continues.
 • Pain is caused by the desire, or craving, for things.
 • To overcome desire, a person must follow the Eightfold Path.

Th e Eightfold Path includes knowing the truth, freeing the mind from evil, serving one’s 
neighbours and meditating to be rid of desire. So long as a person followed this path, the Buddha 
taught, he could achieve nirvana.

sourCe 2 Giant faces of the Bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara at the approach to the Bayon Temple at 
Angkor Thom

nirvana in Buddhism, 
the perfect state; free 
of suffering and desire
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Buddhism in South-East Asia
After the Buddha died, Buddhism split into two forms. One is Mahayana Buddhism, which 
says that the Buddha should be worshipped. Th e other is Th eravada Buddhism, which says that 
it is the Buddha’s teachings that should be followed. Mahayana Buddhism was the fi rst form to 
infl uence South-East Asian rulers. Th eravada Buddhism came to South-East Asia from Sri Lanka. 
Th eravada Buddhist monks were meant to live in a way that supported others on the Eightfold 
Path. Ordinary people ‘made merit’ by supporting the monks. Buddhist temples called wats 
became the heart of communities and many became important places of pilgrimage.
Bodhisattvas
In Buddhist belief, a bodhisattva is a being who is working towards enlightenment. In Mahayana 
Buddhism, Avalokiteshvara is one of the most revered bodhisattvas, one who has vowed to help 
others to achieve nirvana.

5.6.2 Activities 

CheCk your undersTAnding

1 According to Buddhist belief:
a What are the Four Noble Truths?
b What happens when a soul reaches 

nirvana?
2 What two forms of Buddhism have infl uenced 

South-East Asia?

using hisToriCAl sourCes As evidenCe

3 The faces of the Bodhisattva in sourCe 2 are 
believed to be modelled on Jayavarman VII, 
who made Mahayana Buddhism the state 
religion of the Khmer Empire. Why would 
that particular ruler have wanted his subjects 
to see him as a representation of the 
Bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara?

5.6.3 Religious art, architecture and literature
When Indian and Sri Lankan traders and priests brought Hinduism and Buddhism to South-East 
Asia, they also brought ideas about the arts and architecture. However, like much that came from 
India, styles of arts, including sculpture and dance, and architecture changed when the Khmer 
and other South-East Asians adopted them. By about 500 CE, India had given Cambodia its 
Hindu gods, Buddhist ideas, a writing system (Sanskrit) and ideas about how societies should be 
governed. Angkor would not have been built without Indian infl uence.

sourCe 3 A mural on a temple wall in Bangkok depicting a scene from the Ramayana

did you knoW?

Theravada 
Buddhism was 
the main form of 
religious worship 
in mainland South-
East Asia by the 
fourteenth century 
and it remains so 
today. It is the state 
religion of both 
Cambodia and 
Thailand.

sanskrit ancient and 
sacred language of India
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But Angkor had its own Cambodian character that was diff erent from any Indian city. In 
turn, Angkor’s civilisation infl uenced other mainland South-East Asian societies. Th roughout 
the Buddhist kingdoms, rulers sponsored the building of temples and monasteries and decorated 
them with religious artworks. In doing so, they believed that they ‘made merit’ and would be 
seen as pious men who were fulfi lling part of their role as legitimate rulers.

Influence of the Ramayana
Indian Hindu literature came to South-East Asia along with Indian religious ideas. Th e Ramayana 
is one of two great Hindu epic stories. Th e other is the Mahabharata. Th e Ramayana’s 24 000 
verses were composed in the eighth century BCE. Its hero, Rama, is an incarnation of the Hindu 
god Vishnu. Th e purpose of the story was to demonstrate the dharma (right path that people 
should take in life). From the eighth century CE, the Ramayana had an enormous infl uence in 
South-East Asia, and it has been depicted in temple art, architecture, theatre and dance.

sourCe 4 One of the many statues of guardian giants at Wat Phra Kaew in Bangkok. These 
mythical creatures are from the Ramayana.

5.6.3 Activities 

CheCk your undersTAnding

1 Who brought ideas about the arts, 
architecture and religion to the Khmer Empire 
and other South-East Asian societies?

2 What benefi ts did rulers gain by paying for 
religious art and architecture?

using hisToriCAl sourCes As evidenCe

3 How do sourCes 3 and 4 provide evidence 
of the infl uence of ideas and art forms that 
came into South-East Asia from India?

5.6 PuTTing iT All TogeTher

AnAlysing CAuse And effeCT

1 Using the sources and information in his subtopic:
a Explain how the Khmer Empire adopted religious, artistic and cultural traditions that came from 

the Indian subcontinent.
b Describe the role the Khmer Empire played in spreading these infl uences in South-East Asia.

pious devout, 
very religious

legitimate lawful 
or proper

epic a long story in 
verse narrating the 
deeds of its hero

incarnation the 
representation of a 
spirit or quality in 
a living human
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5.7 Khmer society
5.7.1 Kings, nobles and officials
During the Middle Ages, European kings claimed to be chosen by God. Chinese emperors meant 
something similar when they claimed to have the ‘mandate of heaven’. In the Khmer Empire and 
in South-East Asian Buddhist societies, kingdoms were held together by individual rulers who 
claimed to be semi-divine. Th is meant that not only were they chosen by the gods but they were 
partly gods and they had magical powers. Th at was how their people saw them. Th is created an 
enormous gap between the ruling class and those they ruled.

All Khmer Empire rulers claimed to be semi-divine and they identifi ed themselves with Hindu 
gods such as Shiva or Vishnu. When Jayavarman II declared Cambodia’s independence, he 
established the cult of the devaraja or ‘god-king’. Th is cult centred on the worship of a linga. It 
connected the king with Shiva and represented the king’s power to bring fertility to the land.

Despite such claims, Khmer rulers gained power by practical methods. Th roughout Angkor’s 
history there were periods of violent power struggles within the ruling families. In such struggles, 
several Khmer kings came to the throne by overthrowing their rivals.

sourCe 1 A relief sculpture on the Bayon Temple depicting the Khmer army going to war 
against the Chams

ruling class kings, 
nobles and high offi cials

cult a system of 
religious worship

linga a phallic symbol 
that would have 
originally been a feature 
of most Hindu temples

did you knoW?

Khmer armies 
used war 
elephants, cavalry 
and infantry armed 
with spears, bows 
and swords. 
Elephants were 
probably fi rst used 
in war in ancient 
India. Their use 
continued in later 
times because 
they were effective 
in breaking up and 
crushing enemy 
infantry.

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au
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Kings depended on offi  cials to administer their kingdoms. Th e larger the Khmer Empire grew, the 
more power such offi  cials held. It was only at the centre of the kingdom that the ruler had complete 
power. Th ere, the offi  cials were usually friends or relations of the ruler. Th ey were drawn from the 
land-owning nobles and many of them inherited their positions. However, in the distant provinces, 
governors had almost complete power as long as they did not threaten the ruler’s authority.

5.7.1 Activities 

CheCk your undersTAnding

1 a  How did Khmer kings want to be seen by 
their people?

b Why would they want to be seen that way?
2 Explain why a Khmer ruler usually had 

complete control at the centre of his 
kingdom only.

using hisToriCAl sourCes As evidenCe

3 In sourCe 1, which soldiers would probably 
be rulers or nobles and which would come 
from the ranks of the ordinary people? How 
can you tell?

5.7.2 Women in Khmer society
Th e family was the basic unit of society but it is not known how men, women and children lived 
within their families. Evidence from neighbouring societies suggests that women had a more 
important position than in India or China. However, society probably became more male-
dominated as Hindu and Buddhist ideas about the roles of men and women gained infl uence 
over traditional beliefs.

According to the Chinese diplomat Zhou Daguan, who stayed at Angkor from August 1296 to 
July 1297, both men and women wore only a cloth wrapped around their waists. He also wrote that 
women sold products displayed on mats in the market and that all trades were carried out by women.

sourCe 2 A modern Cambodian performing a 
Khmer classical dance

sourCe 3 Bas-relief of apsaras at the Bayon Temple

nobles the aristocracy; 
hereditary privileged class

did you knoW?

In Vietnam 
and China, 
offi cials were 
chosen through 
examinations, and 
there were very 
detailed written 
laws describing 
the powers of 
offi cials at each 
level. There was 
no such system in 
the Khmer Empire 
or the Buddhist 
kingdoms in 
Thailand and 
Burma.
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Many women became dancers. Dance was a religious ritual in Cambodia during the Angkor 
period. Inscriptions tell of thousands of dancers performing in the temples. These temple dancers 
were regarded as asparas, which in Hindu and Buddhist mythology is a female spirit of the clouds.

5.7.2 Activities 

CheCk your undersTAnding

1 How might the influence of religions have 
changed women’s roles?

2 According to Zhou Daguan, how did men and 
women dress and what jobs were done by 
women?

using hisToriCAl sourCes As evidenCe

3 Look at sourCes 2 and 3. Use the internet to 
discover how classical Cambodian dance was 
influenced by images of asparas, what stories 
were told through the dances and how they 
were passed down through the Angkor era.

5.7.3 The ordinary people
The survival of the Khmer Empire depended on ordinary people. Despite this, there is very 
little evidence that describes their lives. We know that they provided the surplus of food that 
supported the ruling classes. The people also provided labour for the rulers’ building projects and 
were soldiers for wars. They included peasants, skilled artisans, fishermen, traders and slaves.

Peasants
Peasants were by far the biggest group among the ordinary people. They did not own land 
in the modern sense but they had the right to land because they farmed it. Peasants farmed 
rice fields in the fertile valleys and vegetable gardens on the surrounding slopes. The lives of 
peasant men and women were controlled by the cycle of work such as ploughing and harvesting 
that followed the seasons. They made sense of their world through a mixture of Hindu ideas, 
Buddhism and beliefs about spirits.

Peasants lived in villages among their fields. According to Zhou Daguan, peasants’ houses had 
thatched roofs. They had no tables or chairs. They cooked their food in earthen pots and ate 
from small bowls made of woven leaves.

The headman of any village was usually one of the more prosperous peasants. He was 
responsible for seeing that the ruler’s policies were carried out at the village level. His duties 
included organising unpaid labour from the village for the ruler’s building projects and for 
maintenance work on the irrigation system. He also had to ensure that taxes were collected and 
that men went off to fight in the ruler’s wars.

Artisans, fishermen and traders
An artisan was a worker who was skilled in a particular craft, for example, sculpture, building, 
pottery, jewellery or metalwork. Artisans were a small proportion of the population but they 
were essential for their role in building projects and supplying luxury goods for the ruling class 
and weapons for war. According to Zhou Daguan, artisans included Thai immigrants who 
worked in silk production and as tailors.

Fishermen harvested the coasts and rivers and their lives were mostly as unchanging as those 
of the peasants. Traders sold goods at markets that moved about between villages. There was also 
long-distance trade. Zhou Daguan described a range of Chinese goods that were sold at Angkor 
including paper, combs and needles. Many traders knew something of the world beyond the 
village because they took caravans across South-East Asia. They were a small group that would 
grow in importance as trade expanded from the eighteenth century.

Slaves and outsiders
It is impossible to know just how many people were slaves. Most slaves were prisoners of war or 
the descendants of such people. They were the property of their owners. They included temple 
slaves who were the property of the temples. There were also debt bondsmen. These people 
had temporarily given up their freedom to repay debts. Similar to slaves, there were hereditary 
household servants of rulers and high officials.

Outside the mainstream society were smaller ethnic groups who lived in the hills. Lowlanders 
regarded them as barbarians. Mostly they were left alone to govern themselves as long as they 
did not threaten the interests of rulers. These tribes had different beliefs from the lowlanders 
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and most lived by nomadic slash and burn agriculture. Th ey traded products of the forest for 
things that the lowlanders produced. At times they were captured and made slaves. At other 
times they were recruited as guides, soldiers and suppliers of slaves.

The lives and work of children
We have almost no direct evidence about how children lived and worked in the Khmer Empire. 
Th e little evidence that we have suggests that only the sons of the most privileged classes and 
of scholars received any kind of formal education. Among other sections of Khmer society — 
peasants, artisans, fi shermen and traders — children would have worked alongside their parents, 
learning their skills, as soon as they were old enough to be useful. 

sourCe 4 A relief sculpture at the Bayon Temple depicting Khmers at work, 
probably on the temple

The courts and kings were separate from the cultivators, fi shermen and petty traders over whom they 
ruled. But all these groups inhabited a single, unifi ed world. Just as the serf and the feudal lord of medieval 
Europe both, in very different ways, sensed themselves to be part of Christendom, so the cultivators or 
fi shermen sensed themselves as being within the same world as their ruler .  .  .

sourCe 5 From Milton Osborne, Southeast Asia; an Introductory History, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 2004, 
pp. 59–60

5.7.3 Activities 

CheCk your undersTAnding

1 Describe the kind of work you might do if you were a peasant or an artisan.
2 What services did peasants provide for the ruling classes?
3 Which groups were not considered to be part of the mainstream society?

using hisToriCAl sourCes As evidenCe

4 Describe the scene in sourCe 4. How could you use it as evidence for the lives of ordinary 
people in the Khmer Empire?

5 What do you think the writer of sourCe 5 means by stating that ‘the cultivators or fi shermen 
sensed themselves as being within the same world as their ruler .  .  . ’? (Hint: What religious beliefs 
and values would they have shared?)

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au

slash and burn 
agriculture a nomadic 
form of farming in which 
people clear part of 
a forest, grow crops, 
harvest them and then 
move on to repeat 
this in another place
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5.7 PuTTing iT All TogeTher

 idenTifying ConTinuiTy And ChAnge

1 Explain why it is most probable that throughout the period of the Khmer Empire there would have 
been very little change in the daily lives of the ordinary Khmer people.

AnAlysing CAuse And effeCT

2 We have almost no evidence of what ordinary people thought about their position in society. 
Do you think the religious beliefs of the people would have encouraged them to rebel or to 
accept things as they were? Give reasons for your answer.

5.8 Angkor’s buildings
5.8.1 The city of Angkor
In Khmer, angkor means ‘city’ and wat means ‘temple’ so Angkor Wat means ‘temple city’. 
Angkor Wat, found near the Cambodian city of Siem Reap, is the world’s largest religious 
structure and is one of over a thousand temples that make up the huge Angkor temple complex.

In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, the city of Angkor covered over 1800 square kilometres, 
making it the largest city in the world before the industrial age. When London had a population 
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sourCe 1 A diagram showing some of the most important buildings in Angkor
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of about 40  000, Angkor had over a million people grouped around it. When Angkor was the 
capital of the Khmer Empire it would also have had many villages and thousands of houses. Today 
only the temples survive because, unlike houses, they were built of stone and brick. As well as its 
buildings, Angkor had a system of water reservoirs, called barays, and moats that were probably 
constructed to irrigate rice crops and to represent seas of the mythical Hindu universe.

Angkor Wat
Th e building of Angkor Wat was commenced under Suryavarman II (1113–1150 CE). It was a 
shrine to the Hindu god Vishnu with whom Angkor’s kings identifi ed themselves. Its central tower 
represents Mt Meru, a mountain from Hindu mythology. Angkor Wat is the best preserved of 
the Angkor temples because, unlike the others, it was never completely abandoned. Th e temple’s 
rectangular outer walls are surrounded by a huge rectangular moat. Th e walls measure 1025 metres 
by 800 metres. Relief sculptures line almost a kilometre of the outer walls. Th ese sculptures include 
scenes from Hindu mythology including the Mahabharata and Ramayana, scenes of the king and the 
Khmer army at war, the Hindu heavens and hells, and over 3000 asparas. Khmer inscriptions state 
that 300  000 workers and 6000 elephants were employed during the construction of Angkor Wat.

Angkor Thom
� om is a Khmer word meaning ‘large’ so Angkor Th om means ‘large city’. Much bigger 
than Angkor Wat, its area is around ten square kilometres. It was built under Jayavarman VII 
(1181–1215 CE) and has huge 20-metre-high gates. Above the gates tower giant faces of the 
Buddhist Bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara. Within the city walls are its most important monuments 
and buildings, including the Bayon Temple, which stands at the centre of the city. Bayon has 
over 11  000 carved fi gures that cover about 1.2 kilometres of walls. Th ey include scenes of battles 
against the Chams and scenes from everyday life including circus performers and a market.

sourCe 2 Rows of Angkor relief sculptures

did you knoW?

Many of the 
scenes in the 
movie Lara Croft: 
Tomb Raider were 
fi lmed around 
various Angkor 
temples, including 
Phnom Bakheng, 
Bayon Temple, 
Ta Prohm Kei and 
Angkor Wat.
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5.8.1 Activities 

CheCk your undersTAnding

1 Which is older — Angkor Wat or Angkor Thom?
2 What do the words angkor, baray, wat and thom mean?
3 Approximately how many temples are there at Angkor?
4 How many times greater than the population of London was the population of Angkor in the 

twelfth and thirteenth centuries?
5 Why is Angkor Wat better preserved than the other Angkor temples?

using hisToriCAl sourCes As evidenCe

6 Use sourCe 1 to locate temples that were used in the filming of Lara Croft: Tomb Raider.
7 Use sourCe 1 to calculate how many times Angkor Wat could fit in Angkor Thom.
8 If 300   000 workers and 6000 elephants were needed to construct Angkor Wat, how many might 

have been needed to build Angkor Thom?
9 Why would specialised artisans have been needed to create sculptures like those shown in 

sourCe 2?

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au

5.8 PuTTing iT All TogeTher

using hisToriCAl sourCes As evidenCe

1 Use the internet to locate more images of Angkor temples. Use these images and sourCe 1 to 
design a tour guide for visitors to Angkor.

AnAlysing CAuse And effeCT

2 Working in small groups, discuss whether the cost of building such great temples could have 
contributed to Angkor’s decline. In your discussion, consider the number of people and materials 
needed, as well as the resources required to support such a workforce.

5.9 Decline and fall: the 
historical debate
5.9.1 A weakening empire
After Jayavarman VII’s death, no more temples were built. The Khmer lost much of the territory 
they had conquered in Champa to their east. In the west, several Tai nobles rebelled against 
Khmer authority, establishing the first Tai kingdom at Sukhothai in 1238. These territorial losses 
and other developments seriously weakened the Khmer Empire.

Religious conflict and external threats
There was also religious conflict within the Khmer ruling family. Jayavarman VIII (1243–1295) 
wanted a return to Hinduism. He converted Buddhist temples to Hindu temples and 
destroyed many thousands of Buddha images. During his reign, the Khmer Empire was 
threatened by a much more powerful empire to its north. This was the mighty Mongol Empire, 
which conquered China in 1260. In 1283, Jayavarman VIII paid tribute to the Mongols to 
avoid war. For a time this made the Khmer Empire a vassal state of the Mongols but four 
years later it proved to be a wise decision when the Mongols defeated and captured Bagan (in 
modern Myanmar).

Jayavarman VIII was overthrown by his son-in-law, Srindravarman (1295–1309). In place 
of Hinduism, he introduced Theravada Buddhism to the Khmer Empire. It was already the 
dominant religion of South-East Asia and it was adopted quickly by the Khmer. The end of the 
reign of his successor, Indrajayavarman, in 1327 is regarded as the end of the Khmer Classical 
Age. There were no more inscriptions telling of the accession of kings and no more temples, 
possibly because Theravada Buddhism (see sourCe 1) did not demand such building. It has also 
been suggested that religious changes, including the change to Theravada Buddhism, might have 
weakened the power of Khmer kings.

vassal state a 
state whose ruler 
acknowledges a foreign 
ruler as his overlord

UNCORRECTED P
AGE P

ROOFS



c05AngkorAndTheKhmerEmpire 203 October 21, 2016 9:47 AM

Topic 5 Angkor and the Khmer Empire (c. 802–1431) 203

sourCe 1 A modern Khmer worshipping at a huge Theravada Buddhist statue at Angkor 

5.9.1 Activities 

CheCk your undersTAnding

1 Where did the Khmer Empire lose territory after the death of Jayavarman VII?
2 How was Khmer religion changed under Jayavarman VIII and Srindravarman?

using hisToriCAl sourCes As evidenCe

3 Look closely at sourCe 1. The overwhelming majority of Khmers have continuously followed 
Theravada Buddhism since its introduction by Srindravarman. 
a How do you think the Khmer people would have regarded the sequence of religious changes 

between the twelfth and fourteenth centuries?
b Imagine you are an ordinary Khmer living through some of these changes. Discuss whether the 

changes might have undermined faith in rulers and weakened the kingdom.
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5.9.2 Why was Angkor abandoned?
From 1352, the Khmer suff ered attacks by the Tai kingdom of Ayutthaya. For a while, the 
Khmer Empire remained powerful but in the 1440s the Khmer rulers abandoned Angkor. Th e 
most widely accepted explanation is the one put by Milton Osborne. He stated that the Tais 
‘threatened and eventually damaged the agricultural system upon which Angkor’s very existence 
depended’. But this may not have been the only reason for Angkor’s collapse. Several other 
hypotheses have been advanced to explain why Angkor was abandoned.

Environmental damage
One theory suggests that environmental damage may have played a role as forests were cut 
down to clear land for more rice fi elds. Th is resulted in topsoil being carried by fl oods into the 
barays and canals, causing them to silt up and fl ood. Once this happened there would have been 
fl ooding in the wet season and water shortages in the dry season. Th e population might have 
been affl  icted with malaria. In any case, Angkor would no longer have been able to support its 
large population.

The Black Death
It has been suggested that the Black Death (bubonic plague) could have been a factor in 
Angkor’s decline. Th e plague, which killed many millions in Asia, Europe, the Middle East 

sourCe 2 The base of the Hindu temple called the Eastern Mebon is guarded by carved fi gures of 
elephants. The temple is on an island in the Eastern Baray, one of two giant water reservoirs that were 
created to provide year-round water for farming. The barays were created by building huge dykes to hold 
fl oodwaters. 
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and Africa, appears to have originated in Mongolia and central China in the early 1300s 
and it is known to have spread west along trade routes, including the Silk Road. Although 
the plague appears in reports from several parts of Asia from the 1330s and it could possibly 
have reached Cambodia from China, there is no hard evidence of it visiting the Khmer 
Empire.

Climate change
Another theory suggests that climate change could have caused a shortage of water during the 
‘Little Ice Age’. Th is was a period of lower global temperatures.

[Angkor] experienced decades-long drought interspersed with intense monsoons in the fourteenth and 
fi fteenth centuries that, in combination with other factors, contributed to its eventual demise. The climatic 
evidence comes from .  .  . tropical southern Vietnamese tree rings .  .  . 

sourCe 3 Climate as a contributing factor in the demise of Angkor, Cambodia, Proceedings of the 
National Academy of Sciences, 2010

Royal family conflicts and retreat from the Tais
Without doubt, other reasons were ongoing confl icts within the Khmer ruling family and attacks 
by the Tais. Th ese attacks stripped the city of its wealth and people. After the Tais besieged 
Angkor for seven months in 1431, a new Cambodian capital was founded in the southeast near 
the modern capital Phnom Penh. Th e move was signifi cant as trade became more important 
to the Khmer economy. Th e new capital was located on a river much nearer to the sea and was 
therefore a more suitable site for Cambodia’s growing trade with China.

As a result of repeated wars with the Siamese [Tais] the land has been completely laid to waste.

sourCe 4 Written by the Chinese diplomat, Zhou Daguan, who stayed at Angkor in 1296–97

5.9.2 Activities 

CheCk your undersTAnding

1 When did the Khmers abandon Angkor?
2 Make a list of factors that could have contributed to Angkor’s abandonment.

seQuenCing Chronology

3 Create a timeline of key events in the decline of the Khmer Empire.

using hisToriCAl sourCes As evidenCe

4 Look at sourCe 2. What would have been the impact on agriculture and on the Khmer 
population if these giant water reservoirs failed due to environmental damage?

5 Read sourCe 3 and briefl y outline the theory that climate change could have played a role in 
the abandonment of Angkor.

6 Which theory about Angkor’s abandonment is supported by the evidence of Zhou Daguan in 
sourCe 4?

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au

5.9 PuTTing iT All TogeTher

AnAlysing CAuse And effeCT

1 Referring to the evidence provided in the sources in this subtopic, debate the reasons for 
Angkor’s abandonment.

2 Give your view on which hypothesis or combination of hypotheses best explains Angkor’s decline 
and fall.
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5.10 Legacies of the Khmer Empire
5.10.1 Legacies for other South-East Asian societies
Angkor is the Khmer Empire’s greatest legacy. Th is city was its capital and its central area of 
settlement. Angkor provides evidence of Cambodia’s past wealth, strength, culture and religious 
beliefs. Many thousands of people visit Th ailand, Laos and Cambodia each year to marvel at 
amazing historical sites. Th is is called cultural tourism. Of all these historical sites, Angkor is 
arguably the most spectacular; however, it is not the Khmer Empire’s only legacy.

Th e Khmer Empire had cultural and trade relations with other mainland South-East Asian 
kingdoms and with the maritime South-East Asian states of Java and Srivijaya. Th rough trade and 
cultural exchange, and through its rise and fall, the Khmer Empire infl uenced much of the region.

Khmer influence in Thailand
Angkor’s civilisation infl uenced Th ai systems of ruling, the way Th ai society was organised, Th ai 
architecture and arts, and the development of the Th ai written language. From the sixteenth 
century, Europeans knew Ayutthaya’s Th ai empire as Siam. By 1700, Ayutthaya was a vast city 
with around a million people that traded with the Dutch, French, Chinese and Japanese. But in 
the eighteenth century, its power declined and in 1776 the Burmese destroyed the city.

sourCe 1 The Khmer wriitten language (top) infl uenced the 
development of the Thai written language (bottom).
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sourCe 2 A Theravada Buddhist monk stands before a portrait of Thailand’s royal family at fourteenth-
century Wat Prathat Doi Suthep in northern Thailand.

Khmer influence in Laos
In Laos in 1353, a prince from Angkor named Fa Ngum founded the Th eravada Buddhist 
kingdom of Lan Xang (meaning ‘a million elephants’). As Angkor lost its power, Lan Xang came 
to dominate modern-day Laos, much of north-eastern Th ailand and even parts of southern 
China and north-western Vietnam. In the seventeenth century, Lan Xang reached the height of 
its power. European visitors were impressed by its prosperity and its great temples. But when its 
king died in 1694 without an heir to the throne, Lan Xang broke up into rival kingdoms that 
came under the infl uence of its more powerful neighbours — Vietnam, Th ailand and Burma.

Vietnam after the fall of Angkor
During the early fi fteenth century, China regained control of Vietnam until the Vietnamese secured 
their independence in a rebellion in 1428. Vietnam played no role in the decline of Angkor but it 
benefi ted by expanding into territory that had been part of the Khmer Empire. Th is is because much 
of Vietnam is mountainous and it needed more farming land. It also took territory from Champa.

5.10.1 Activities 

CheCk your undersTAnding

1 What aspects of Thai society were infl uenced 
by Angkor’s civilisation?

2 How did Angkor infl uence Laos?
3 How did Vietnam benefi t from Angkor’s 

decline?

using hisToriCAl sourCes As evidenCe

4 How do sourCes 1 and 2 provide 
evidence of Khmer infl uence and continuity in 
regards to monarchies, written language and 
religion in South-East Asia?

5.10.2 Cambodia from the sixteenth century
In the sixteenth century, Europeans came to South-East Asia seeking wealth from the spice 
trade. However, they had little impact before the mid-eighteenth century. After a devastating 
attack by Ayutthaya in 1593, the Khmer rulers sought help from the Spanish who had colonised 
the Philippines. For a few years, the Spanish infl uenced Cambodia’s rulers. However, the Spanish 
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who were in Cambodia were massacred in 1599. In the seventeenth 
and early eighteenth centuries, Cambodia’s rulers turned fi rst to the 
Th ais for support. When that help was not forthcoming, they sought 
Vietnamese help against the Th ais. Th e result was that both Th ailand 
and Vietnam grew stronger at Cambodia’s expense. Th ailand extended 
its territory into Cambodia but lost these areas as European colonisers 
moved in during the nineteenth century.

The colonial era and the present
Colonisation by European powers brought many changes to South-
East Asia. Only Th ailand remained independent. Portugal’s capture of 
Malacca (in modern-day Malaysia) in 1511 and Spain’s colonisation of 
the Philippines were followed by Dutch, British and French empire-
building in the region. Th e Dutch came to control most of modern 
Indonesia, the British took Burma and Malaya, and the French took 
Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia in the nineteenth century. Th e French met 
strong resistance in Vietnam, but when France declared a protectorate 
over Cambodia in 1862 it had the approval of the Cambodian king who 
feared losing more territory to Th ailand and Vietnam.

Th e Khmer prince Norodom Sihanouk declared Cambodia’s 
independence in 1953 but Cambodia was to suff er terribly when it was 
caught up in the Vietnam War in the 1960s and 1970s. It then suff ered 
even more under the secretive Khmer Rouge regime from 1975 to 1979. 
Th e Khmer Rouge called the fi rst year of their rule Year Zero. Th rough 
forced evacuation of the cities, forced labour and mass murder, they 
tried to wipe out all traces of the past.

Today, Cambodia is a very poor country. In some ways its distant past continues to shape its 
present. After years of civil war, Cambodia has returned to its traditional monarchy and once 
again Th eravada Buddhism is its state religion.

sourCe 4 Tourists visiting Angkor

protectorate when 
stronger states protect 
and control weaker states

sourCe 3 An Angkor temple overgrown with 
tree roots
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sourCe 5 Tree roots strangling an Angkor temple

Angkor rediscovered
Angkor Wat continued to be visited 
by Buddhist pilgrims after the city was 
abandoned in the fi fteenth century, but 
the rest of the city was overtaken by the 
jungle. Gigantic tree roots spread over 
the temples, which became hidden as 
they were cloaked by the encroaching 
forest. However, in the nineteenth 
century, French archaeologists began 
the process of rediscovering Angkor, 
clearing the jungle from temples 
and restoring the site by repairing 
foundations and making drains to 
prevent further damage from water. 
Since the 1990s, conservation work has 
been coordinated by UNESCO and 
government bodies from France, Japan 
and Cambodia. Over a million overseas 
visitors come to Angkor each year. Th ey 
provide additional funds towards the 
cost of conserving the site, but as they 
walk and climb over Ankor’s sandstone 
structures they create additional 
conservation problems.

sourCe 6 Buddhist monks look on as visitors explore 
the ruins of Angkor.
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5.10.2 Activities 

CheCk your undersTAnding

1 Which European powers acquired colonies in South-East Asia between the sixteenth century and 
the nineteenth century?

2 What do you think it could have been about the historical experience of Angkor that led 
Cambodia's rulers to seek help from the Spanish in the sixteenth century and the French in the 
nineteenth century?

using hisToriCAl sourCes As evidenCe

3 sourCes 4 and 6 show tourists visiting Angkor. How might such tourism benefit Cambodia?
4 Although there is ongoing work to conserve and restore several of Angkor’s temples, some sites, 

such as those shown in sourCes 3 and 5, have been left alone to show the power of nature. Do 
you think this is a good idea? Why or why not?

To access videos, 
interactivities, discussion 
widgets, image galleries, 
weblinks and more, go to 
www.jacplus.com.au

5.10 PuTTing iT All TogeTher

idenTifying ConTinuiTy And ChAnge

1 Using the sources in this subtopic, what conclusions can you draw about continuity and change 
in Cambodia from the Khmer Empire to modern times?

using hisToriCAl sourCes As evidenCe

2 Working in small groups, identify ways in which the visitors shown in sourCes 4 and 6 could be 
damaging Angkor. Create some guidelines that could be given to visitors to reduce their impact 
on the site.

5.11 SkillBuilder: Making your  
own notes to analyse 
relevant sources

Why is note-making useful?

Note-making from sources will help make information easier to understand and recall. Note-making 
can also help you analyse the causes and effects of significant events. 

Go to your learnON course 
to access:
• An explanation of the skill 

(Tell me)
• A step-by-step process 

involved in developing 
the skill with an example 
(Show me)

• An activity to allow you 
to practise the skill 
(Let me do it)

• Questions to test your 
application of the skill 
(Applying skills)
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5.12 Review
This final subtopic provides a range of opportunities  
for you to review and respond through:
i revising and checking your historical knowledge
ii demonstrating your ability to apply historical concepts 

and skills.

Go to your learnON course to access:
• A key chronology of events relevant to the topic
• A summary of the key knowledge presented in 

the topic
• A ‘Big Questions’ activity
• A multiple choice topic test
• Short answer or extended writing responses

Interactivity
Angkor and the Khmer 
Empire timeline
Create a visual timeline 
of key events in Angkor 
and the Khmer Empire 
from 802 to 1431 CE. 
int-2949
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