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DEPTH STUDY 4: THE ASIA-PACIFIC WORLD

TOPIC 5a
The Angkor/Khmer empire

5a.1 Overview
Numerous videos and interactivities are embedded just where you need them, at the point of learning, in 
your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. They will help you to learn the concepts covered in this topic.

SOURCE 1 Rainforest encroaches on the Tha Prom temple in Angkor, Cambodia

LEARNING SEQUENCE
5a.1 Overview 
5a.2 The rise of the Khmer empire 
5a.3 Roles and relationships 
5a.4 Everyday life 
5a.5 Khmer civilisation 
5a.6 Angkor's temples 
5a.7 The decline of Angkor 
5a.8 Research project: Blogging from the Khmer empire 
5a.9 Review 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES
In this topic students will investigate:

• The way of life in the Khmer Empire, including social, cultural, economic and political features (including the 
role of the king) 5a.2, 5a.3, 5a.4

• The reasons for Angkor’s rise to prominence, including wealth from trade and agriculture 5a.2, 5a.3, 5a.5
• The cultural achievements of the Khmer civilisation, including its system of water management and the 

building of the temples of Angkor 5a.4, 5a.5. 5a.6
• Theories of the decline of Angkor, such as the overuse of water resources, neglect of public works as a 

result of ongoing war, and the effects of climate change 5a.7
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5a.1.1 Introduction
For over 500 years from c.802 CE, the Khmer empire was the major power in South-East Asia. Its centre 
was the city of Angkor and, at its peak, Khmer territory included most of modern-day Cambodia, central 
Thailand, southern Vietnam and parts of Laos, Burma and Malaysia. The wealth and power of the Khmer 
empire were evidenced in its magnificent buildings — particularly the famous temple of Angkor Wat — its 
elaborate water management system and its extensive road network.

The empire grew weaker from the early thirteenth century onwards; the Khmer kings established their 
capitals away from Angkor and by 1431 the old capital lay abandoned. It is only over the last 150 years or 
so that experts and enthusiasts have begun to try to protect and scientifically investigate the remains of this 
once great civilisation, especially those now listed as the Angkor Archaeological Park World Heritage site.

 Watch this eLesson: Angkor and the Khmer empire (eles-0000)

 ONLINE ONLYONLINE ONLY

5a.2 The rise of the Khmer empire
5a.2.1 Jayavarman II
In the late eighth century, a king named Jayavarman II (c.770–850 CE) launched a series of military cam-
paigns to gain control of various kingdoms across what is now the south-east to the north-west of modern 
Cambodia. In 802 CE, with many victories to his credit, he created the foundations of the Khmer empire, 
with himself as its ‘king of kings’.

Jayavarman II achieved this status by forcing the Javanese out of the region and by establishing his con-
trol over different warring kingdoms within it. He gained the support of defeated kings through offers of 
land grants, special agreements and alliances and through marriages arranged with members of his family. 
In the decades and centuries that followed, Jayavarman II and his successors secured their power and inde-
pendence and conquered many of their neighbouring states.

To begin with, the Khmer empire came to prominence because of what Jayavarman II achieved in 
creating it. He united a region that had previously been divided into separate and competing areas. 
This proved that he was a successful military leader and that his new united empire was a force to be 
reckoned with. He and his successors adopted policies that strengthened their governments and people’s 
support for them.

5a.2.2 Existing beliefs and expertise
The Khmer kings built on people’s existing religious beliefs. They allowed the peasants to continue their 
beliefs in local gods and spirits and they took on the mix of Hindu — and, in part, Buddhist — beliefs that 
were already popular among society’s upper classes.

Starter questions
1. Describe what you see in SOURCE 1. What could be done about the situation depicted in theis source?
2. What are three South-East Asian countries?
3. Have you ever visited a South East Asian country? If so, how was it different from Australia?
4.  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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Jayavarman II adopted the Hindu idea of devarāja and 
the Hindu Śaivite cult as the official Khmer religion. This 
linked him to Shiva, the Hindu creator god, and meant that 
he ruled as a ‘god-king’ with the right to absolute power 
over his people — something he and his successors used 
to advantage in mobilising people to serve in the military 
and to work on important building projects.

This was a continuation of Indianisation. This meant 
accepting and encouraging aspects of Indian culture and 
ideas, including religious influences and the use of the San-
skrit language and of Indian architectural styles. Kings’ 
names often ended in ‘-varman’, an Indian word meaning 
‘shield’ or ‘protector’. The kings remained independent of 
Indian political control and used the exotic and sophisti-
cated image of Indian culture to enhance their own prestige.

By choosing the Khmer Brahmins as their advisers, 
the Khmer kings gained the support of an important and 
well-respected group within Khmer society and also 
benefited from the Brahmins’ learning and administra-
tive skills. The Brahmins were known for their specialist 
knowledge of the Hindu religion and for their intelligence 
and discipline.

Developing resources
The Khmer empire’s tropical climate meant that, while it had heavy rainfall during the monsoon season, 
during the dry season there was limited water for farming. The Khmer kings developed an efficient system 
of water management (see section 5a.5), enabling farmers to produce more crops, especially rice, each 
year. This helped them to develop an economy that could support military expansion and lavish building 
programs, and to provide the food needed to feed its growing population. This was important, as it was not 
until the years of the empire’s decline that it could make significant money from trade.

SOURCE 1 A twelfth-century Khmer 
statue of Hindu god Shiva at Angkor Wat

SOURCE 2 Phnom Bakheng temple, built in the shape of a tiered pyramid during the 
reign of Yasovarman I
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 A well-located capital 
 Early kings experimented with a number of different locations for their capitals. King Yasovarman I, who 
ruled from 889 to 910 CE, established a permanent capital at Angkor. Angkor became the site of the most 
famous monuments that we associate with the Khmer civilisation. 

 Angkor was close to two important sources of water — the Siem Reap river and the Tonlé Sap (Great 
Lake). It was centrally located for administering the empire that would develop around it. Nearby forests 
provided timber for building projects and to trade. Elephants and birds provided ivory and feathers that the 
Khmer could sell to India and China. Existing farming areas and new areas cleared for farming provided 
the food needed to feed the capital’s population and were also a good source of tax revenue. The Kulen 
hills provided the sandstone used in temple-building. 

 Temples and monuments 
 From the very beginning, the Khmer kings initiated building projects that enhanced their reputations and 
the image of power that they projected. As each king came to power, he set out to build his own temple, 
which would become his mausoleum (burial place). The size and grandeur of these temples refl ected the 
authority of the kings who oversaw their creation.  

 5a.2.3 Extent 
 Over the next four centuries, both through peaceful means and by conquest, Jayavarman II and his succes-
sors expanded the territory they controlled. At its peak in the twelfth century, Khmer territory included most 
of modern-day Cambodia, central Thailand, southern Vietnam and parts of Laos, Burma and Malaysia. It 
comprised several cities, including Angkor, Koh Ker, Phimai and Sambor Prei Kuk. 
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  SOURCE 3  Map showing the location of Angkor and the extent of the Khmer 
empire c.1200 CE       
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 5a.2.5 Finding out about the Khmer civilisation 
 Experts face many diffi culties in trying to learn about the Khmer civilisation. Their main sources are those 
that have survived recent wars and the deterioration caused by insects and the area’s tropical climate: 
 •    the remains of stone buildings and bridges  
 •   inscriptions on stone stele (slabs of stone with messages inscribed on them)  
 •   bas-reliefs (sculptures emerging, usually in halfbody form, from the wall of a monument)  
 •   the accounts of various missionaries, diplomats, merchants and travellers who had contact with the 

Khmer empire, especially the writings of the thirteenth-century Chinese diplomat Zhou Daguan.     

  From 1177 until 1203, the neighbouring kingdom of Champa controlled the Khmer empire. The military 
leader and future king Jayavarman VII waged a 22-year war to defeat Champa. In so doing, he regained the 
old Khmer territory as well as large areas of Champa and, over time, gained the reputation of being one of 
the greatest of the Khmer kings. 

 5a.2.4 Key sites 
 French archaeologists undertook conservation work in the Angkor area from 1907 to 1972. Because of 
Cambodia’s involvement in the Indochina wars, there was no conservation work done between c.1970 and 
1989. Many sites suffered damage from vegetation and from bullet holes. In 1992, Angkor was inscribed on 
UNESCO’s World Heritage List as a ‘World Heritage Site in Danger’.  

  SOURCE 4  An extract from UNESCO’s description of Angkor’s signifi cance, indicating the nature of the key sites 
within the Angkor region 

 Angkor, in Cambodia’s northern province of Siem Reap, is one of the most important archaeological sites 
of Southeast Asia. It extends over approximately 400 square kilometres and consists of scores of temples, 
hydraulic structures (basins, dykes, reservoirs, canals) as well as communication routes . . . With impressive 
monuments, several different ancient urban plans and large water reservoirs, the site is a unique concentration 
of features testifying to an exceptional civilization. Temples such as Angkor Wat, the Bayon, Preah Khan and Ta 
Prohm, exemplars of Khmer architecture, are . . . imbued with symbolic signifi cance. The architecture and layout 
of the successive capitals bear witness to a high level of social order and ranking within the Khmer Empire. 

 RETROFILE 
 Historians and archaeologists use the term  Angkor  to refer both to the city that was the Khmer empire’s main 
capital and also to the larger area that took in the land, cities and monuments from north of the Tonlé Sap 
to south of the Kulan Hills. Over time, a number of other cities within this region served as the capital of the 
empire. 

 Experts also use investigative techniques such as archaeological excavation, dendrochronology, soil core 
analysis, satellite photography and cutting-edge technology such as lidar (light detecting and ranging — 
see  Retrofi le in section 5a.6 ). They use these sources and methods to learn about: 
 •    Khmer religious beliefs and practices  
 •   the role of the king  
 •   descriptions of the kings’ accomplishments, their military campaigns and aspects of palace life  
 •   the style and topics of Indian poems of the time  
 •   the layout of buildings and townships.   

 Some bas-reliefs and travellers’ accounts depict and describe scenes of everyday activities. In general, 
sources provide only a small amount of information about people’s daily lives and experiences. 
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  5a.3  Roles and relationships 
 5a.3.1 The status and power of the king 
 The idea of  devara–ja  
 Many Khmer kings were powerful enough to lay claim to the Hindu idea of  devarāja  — that the king was 
there as a god-king because that was what the gods wanted. His powers were an extension of those of the 
god Shiva. This belief encouraged people to accept the king’s right to rule over them and demanded their 
obedience. Acceptance of devarāja gave the king the status of a god living among his people. It meant 
that people were devoted to him and willing to serve him. At the same time, people expected the king to 
embody the Indian idea of a  chakravartin , meaning someone who rules in consideration of his people and 
in an ethical manner. 

 Priests reinforced the idea of devarāja through various religious ceremonies that showed the king to have 
god-like status. As high priest, the king would lead ancestor worship ceremonies and rituals to ensure that 

 It is unlikely that any books that 
might tell us about other aspects of the 
Khmer civilisation still exist. People 
produced religious books made by 
stitching palm leaves together, and 
others, about more everyday topics, 
from tree bark. Neither of these mate-
rials had much chance of long-term 
survival, and so there are no written 
primary sources against which to bal-
ance stela inscriptions in praise of the 
various kings. None of the parchments 
that people used in the thirteenth cen-
tury appear to have survived either.  

  SOURCE 5  Photo of the Hindu temple complex of Angkor Wat, 
the Khmer empire’s best known site  

 5a.2 Activities 
 To answer questions online and to receive  immediate feedback  and  sample responses  for every question, 
go to your learnON title at  www.jacplus.com.au .  Note:  Question numbers may vary slightly. 

 Check knowledge and understanding 
1.    Why is Jayavarman II important to the history of the Khmer empire?  
2.   What can we learn from the Khmer kings about methods people can use to gain support for a government?   

Develop source skills
3.    What can you conclude from   SOURCES 1  ,   2   and   5   about the nature of the Khmer empire?  
4.   Identify the similarities and differences between the map shown in   SOURCE 3   and a map of the same area 

today.  
5.   List the types and names of key sites mentioned in   SOURCE 4  .   

Deepen and check your understanding of the topic with the following 
resources and auto-marked questions:

 �    Khmer Empire   
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5a.3.2 Other roles and relationships
The Brahmins
Some of the Brahmins were Khmer 
born. Others, who came from India, 
had such high status that their names 
came before those of the kings’ fam-
ilies on important inscriptions. The 
Brahmins’ role was to:
 • crown the king — this gave them 

great importance because they could 
choose to support someone other 
than the person who seemed to be 
the obvious contender for the throne

 • teach and advise the king on 
religious matters — a role that was 
expressed in their title ‘Vrah Guru’

 • teach Hindu beliefs and traditions to 
members of the royal family

there would be enough water for farming. Strong Khmer kings used their status to demand people’s labour 
on grand building projects to honour the monarch and the gods. The kings also called on the people to work 
on water-management and road-building schemes and to serve in the army.

SOURCE 1 Statues of lions guarding the 
Preah Ko temple

SOURCE 2 The Hindu temple Preah Ko (Sacred Bull), which 
King Indravarman I had built to honour his family and its links 
to the god Shiva. It was consecrated in 879 CE.

RETROFILE
There were no rules of succession to follow when a king died. Sometimes sons succeeded their fathers; 
sometimes, there would be conflict and battles to decide the king’s successor.

SOURCE 3 Detail from a bas-relief at the temple of Banteay Srei. 
It shows the god Shiva and his companion Parvati riding on the 
sacred bull, Nandi.
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 • conduct important religious ceremonies
 • advise the king on religious and other matters.

Brahmins lived a life of privilege and acquired lands and wealth. Some even married the king’s daugh-
ters. Yajnavaraha, a grandson of one of the Khmer kings, was a priest and doctor who served as a Brahmin 
in the tenth century. In c.967 CE, he built the temple of Banteay Srei, which is renowned for its beautiful 
bas-reliefs. It is the only one of Angkor’s temples not built by a king. Yajnavaraha served as adviser to 
Jayavarman V (c.958–1001 CE), who became king at the age of ten in 968 CE.

The influence of Buddhism
Under Yajnavaraha’s influence, Jayavarman V became interested in Buddhism, which, like Hinduism, 
was introduced to the Khmer empire by Indian traders. Jayavarman V imported ancient texts so he could 
learn more about Buddhist beliefs, and took lessons from people such as Yajnavaraha, to improve his 
understanding.

During Jayavarman V’s time as king, Buddhism began to play a more important role in Khmer life. 
In keeping with Buddhist expectations that people behave with tolerance towards their fellow humans, 
Jayavarman V allowed interest in Buddhism to spread throughout the empire. He suggested that priests 
recite Buddhist as well as Hindu prayers during religious ceremonies, and he encouraged educated women 
the freedom to participate more in public life. When Jayavarman VII gained the Khmer throne, he did so 
as a Buddhist.

5a.4 Everyday life
5a.4.1 Khmer society
So far, there is not enough information available to create an accurate and detailed social pyramid of the 
different levels of society in the Khmer empire. Apart from knowing that the king was the most important 
person, we know only enough to have an idea of the types of roles people played in Khmer society and 
of their status compared to one another. There are also many groups who are not easy to place in a social 
structure.

The royal family, the king’s Brahmin advisers and the priests all appear to have been part of the elite — 
those with the most power, influence and wealth — within Khmer society. Most of these would also have 
owned large areas of land and some would have played an important role in the government of the empire 
or as military leaders.

Sculptures, carvings and decorative household objects show us that Khmer society also had a number of 
skilled artisans. Female merchants were important in trade. The majority of people were peasants, probably 
working in the paddy fields cultivating rice.

5a.3 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check knowledge and understanding
1. Explain the king’s relationship with his people as a result of the belief in devara–ja.
2. Use your knowledge of the Brahmins to list the ways in which they could exercise power in Khmer society.
3. Identify an example of change during the reign of Jayavarman V. List three results of this.

Develop source skills
4. What information can we learn from SOURCES 1, 2 and 3?

UNCORRECTED P
AGE P

ROOFS

diacriTech
Highlight

diacriTech
Highlight



c05aTheAngkorAndKhmerEmpire_Online.indd Page 9 14/07/17  8:19 PM

Jacaranda Retroactive 1 NSW Australian curriculum History Stage 4, Topic 5a

Inscriptions also record two categories of ‘slaves’ in Khmer society. 
One were peasants whom a landlord might loan to do short-term work 
in the temples. They were slaves in the gods’ service. The gods would 
reward both peasant and landlord for their generosity. The other group 
of slaves were what we usually think of when we hear this word — 
people who had lost their liberty and whose lives were totally ruled 
by others. Some of these were prisoners of war; others had fallen into 
slavery to pay off a debt or a loan to someone who had power over 
them. People could inherit slaves.

Housing
Houses were created of perishable materials. Only buildings that hon-
oured the gods were built of long-lasting materials such as stone. The 
houses of ordinary people were built on stilts to protect them from 
floodwaters and were made out of woven bamboo, with thatched roofs. People slept on bamboo mats and 
used mosquito nets. Wealthy people also had bamboo houses but theirs were larger, with roofs made of 
wooden shingles. They used more decorative mosquito netting, and often also had some kind of window 
protection against monkeys.

Chakravartin

Royal family

Bureaucrats (khlon)

Professionals, architects and artisans

Peasants

Slaves (khnyum)

SOURCE 1 A pyramid showing where some groups in Khmer 
society might have been placed in its social hierarchy

RETROFILE
Zhou Daguan (1266–1346 CE) 
was a Chinese diplomat during 
the time of the emperor Temür 
Khan. He grew up in Wenzhou, 
a trading centre on China’s 
south-east coast. This was a 
city whose people looked out 
to, and were interested in, the 
world beyond China.
In August 1296, Zhou Daguan 
arrived at the court of King 
Indravarman III, where he 
stayed until July 1297. While 
there, he took advantage of 
every opportunity to observe 
and learn about Khmer life. 
Zhou Daguan’s book, The 
Customs of Cambodia, written 
after his stay in Angkor, offers 
a unique contemporary view of 
the Khmer civilisation before its 
decline (see section 5a.7). In 
fact, there is a hint of what was 
to come in his comments about 
villages around Angkor having 
been ‘laid to waste’ following 
recent wars with the Siamese.
Zhou Daguan’s work reads 
a bit like a tourist’s guide 
‘for the visitor in a hurry’. He 
provides short descriptions 
of a range of topics that he 
thinks might interest people 
back in China — for example, 
local laws, agriculture, trade, 
housing, slaves, male/female 
relationships and transport. He 
includes longer descriptions of 
court customs, architecture and 
clothing styles and restrictions. 
He is careful to tell the reader 
whether he got his information 
first-hand or not, and to admit 
when he has not been in a 
position to find out more. Some 
extracts from his book are 
shown in SOURCES 3, 4 and 5.
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Peasant life
Most people worked as rice 
farmers, growing paddy rice in 
fields filled with water or working 
in flood-retreat farming using 
water released from reservoirs to 
supply their fields. They paid rent 
on their land with part of their 
crop and paid taxes by doing the 
additional work that the king or 
a large landowner could call on 
them to do — farming, working 
on temple building projects, or 
army service.

The peasantry lived on a diet 
of rice and fish along with fruit 
and vegetables that they grew 
in their villages. They also kept 
farm animals such as pigs, cattle 
and chickens.

SOURCE 3 An extract from a book by Zhou Daguan, describing trade

In Cambodia it is the women who take charge of trade. For this reason a Chinese . . . loses no time in getting 
himself a mate, for he will find her commercial instincts a great asset. Market is held every day from six o’clock 
till noon. There are no shops in which the merchants live; instead they display their goods on a matting spread 
upon the ground . . . In small transactions barter is carried on . . . An increasing number are learning to outwit 
the Chinese and doing harm to a great many of our countrymen . . .

From The Customs of Cambodia, 2nd edition, The Siam Society, Bangkok, 1992, p. 43

SOURCE 4 An extract from a book by thirteenth-century Chinese traveller Zhou Daguan, describing how the 
Khmer treated their slaves

If young and strong, slaves may be worth a hundred pieces of cloth; when old and feeble, they can be had 
for thirty or forty pieces. They are permitted to lie down or be seated only beneath the floor of the house. To 
perform their tasks they may go upstairs, but only after they have knelt, bowed to the ground, and joined their 
hands in reverence . . . If they have committed some misdemeanour . . . they bow their heads and take the 
blows without daring to make the least movement . . .

If a slave should run away and be captured, a blue mark would be tattooed on his face; moreover, an iron 
collar would be fitted to his neck, or shackles to his arms or legs.

From The Customs of Cambodia, 2nd edition, The Siam Society, Bangkok, 1992, p. 21.

SOURCE 5 An extract from a book by Zhou Daguan, describing law and justice

If an object is missing, and accusation brought against someone who denies the charge, oil is brought to boil 
in a kettle and the suspected person forced to plunge his hand into it. If he is truly guilty, the hand is cooked to 
shreds; if not, skin and bones are unharmed. Such is the amazing way of these barbarians.

From The Customs of Cambodia, 2nd edition, The Siam Society, Bangkok, 1992, p. 33

SOURCE 2 A bas-relief from the Bayon temple, depicting a woman 
selling a large fish beside the Tonlé Sap
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5a.4.2 Religion and spirituality
People’s earliest religious beliefs were centred on 
the spirits they believed lived in the mountains, 
rivers and other features of the landscape around 
them. Trade brought people into contact with the 
Hindu and Buddhist religions at the same time. 
Hinduism is polytheistic, meaning it involves 
belief in many gods. The early Khmer kings prac-
tised the Hindu religion and especially worshipped 
the gods Shiva and Vishnu. At the same time, espe-
cially during and after the rule of Jayavarman V, 
they always included some aspects of Buddhism 
in their rituals. Jayavarman VII was a devout dis-
ciple of Mahayana Buddhism, although he still 
maintained the image of himself as a god-king. 
Mahayana Buddhism became the most influen-
tial Khmer religion until the thirteenth century, 
when monks from Sri Lanka introduced Theravada 
Buddhism.

Theravada Buddhism became popular among all 
groups in Khmer society. It taught people to give 
up their interest in worldly things. They learned to 
focus on self-enlightenment by rejecting behaviours 
that prevented them from achieving nirvana — a 

SOURCE 6 Photo showing stilt houses on the Tonlé Sap, Cambodia, January 2012

SOURCE 7 Photo showing workers on a 
modern-day Cambodian rice paddy
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state in which people would be beyond indi-
vidual needs, desires or suffering. As it became 
more and more popular, Theravada Buddhism 
weakened the kings’ powers and prevented 
them from continuing their lavish lifestyles, 
constructing grand buildings and demanding 
people’s labour.

Literature and spirituality
The Khmer empire adopted the two great 
epic poems of India — the Ramayana and 
the Mahabharata. The Mahabharata tells the 
story of the 18-day Kurukshetra war (around 
the tenth century BCE), which was fought 
over who had the right to the throne. It is 
structured as a dialogue between the king 
and his chariot driver and recounts the fate 
of the princes involved in the war while also 
exploring the goals people should be pursuing 
in life and the king’s feelings of guilt for 
starting the war.

The Ramayana is a love story in which a 
king goes to war to free his wife from another 
king who has abducted her. It instructs people 
in the duties that make up the ‘ideal’ behaviour 
for a range of roles including those of king, 
father, soldier and servant.

SOURCE 8 A 2010 photograph showing dancers 
performing the traditional Khmer dance depicting the 
Ramayana story

5a.4 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check knowledge and understanding
1. List the types of work that people did in the Khmer empire. Find out what types of work people do in 

Cambodia today. What does this tell us about change and continuity?
2. Explain the difference between the two types of slaves in Khmer society.
3. Provide two reasons to support the view that Zhou Daguan’s account of thirteenth-century life in Angkor is 

an important historical source.
4. How and why did Theravada Buddhism affect the power of the king?
5. What was the Ramayana trying to teach people?

Develop source skills
6. What groups of people are missing from the social pyramid in SOURCE 1?
7. What information does SOURCE 2 provide about trade?
8. What two features of slaves does SOURCE 4 indicate people might consider when deciding their value?
9. Which word in SOURCE 5 conveys Daguan’s attitude towards the Khmer people? What does he mean by 

this and what has led him to this conclusion?
10. Describe Zhou Daguan’s perspective in SOURCE 3. Identify the words that provide evidence for this.
11. Identify the features of traditional housing shown in SOURCE 6.
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5a.5 Khmer civilisation
5a.5.1 Water management
Historians believe that much of the success of the Khmer empire was based on its ability to supply water 
throughout the year despite its tropical climate. There were two distinct seasons:
 • from late May to October, a wet season with heavy rains and strong winds (monsoons)
 • from November to April, a dry season, which made it hard to irrigate crops.

The Khmer empire established a centrally controlled water-management system covering an area that 
recent surveys indicate was as much as 1000 square kilometres. It was made up of barays and ponds to 
store excess water from the monsoon season, and canals, dykes and embankments to capture and distribute 
this water to farming areas. The system enabled people to establish rice paddies that could yield two or 
three crops a year instead of one. It also created a permanent change in the region’s hydrology — the way 
water moves in relation to land.

The West Baray
People built barays above ground with earth banks on all four sides to contain the water. One of the largest, 
the eleventh-century West Baray, was eight kilometres long and over two kilometres wide. It could hold up 
to 53 million cubic metres of water, nearly two-thirds of which came from the Siem Reap River and the 
remainder from rainfall. At its centre was a temple, constructed on top of an artificial island.

SOURCE 1 Photo showing the West Mebon temple and the West Baray in 1996

RETROFILE
Experts debate the accuracy of claims about Angkor’s water management abilities. Some historians believe that 
the main purpose of the barays was to represent the ocean supposedly surrounding the gods’ mountain home, 
Meru (represented by an island temple in the centre). Kings may have seen this as a way to emphasise their 
ability to re-create the world of the gods.
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The Spean Praptos bridge
The Spean Praptos bridge could work as both a bridge and a flood barrier. Jacques Dumarçay, a French 
architect and specialist in Khmer building structures, has shown that the arches could be entirely or par-
tially closed when the river was flowing upstream from the bridge. It required the use of a noria — a chain 
of buckets moved by the water current around a wheel to raise water from the river below to irrigate the 
nearby fields.

This bridge could date from the early thirteenth century or from as far back as the tenth century. Histo-
rians who think this is a thirteenth-century bridge believe that this different approach to water management 
came into use at a time when the empire was growing weaker and its traditional water management system 
was beginning to be less effective (see section 5a.7). The owners of the adjoining land controlled the flood 
barrier bridges such as the Spean Praptos.

5a.5.2 The Khmer road system
Experts use historical maps, archaeological surveys and aerial and satellite images to investigate the Khmer 
road system. Recent research indicates that the main components of the road system were constructed in 
the tenth century, during the reign of Jayavarman IV, and developed further during the reigns of later kings. 
People made the roads by piling up earth from either side of the planned route. This meant that roads were 
raised, sometimes as high as five metres above normal ground level.

The network, centred on Angkor, provided:
 • six main roads, each about 10 metres in width, extending 75–250 kilometres from Angkor to major 

Khmer towns and cities
 • smaller roads and water crossings within and between the Khmer cities.

SOURCE 2 The Spean Praptos bridge or Spean Kompong Kdei. It has 21 arches and 20 columns. Today, it is 
one of only eleven surviving bridges from the Khmer civilisation, half the number that existed in the 1930s.
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The purpose of the road system
The road system:
 • enabled people to move raw materials to manufacturing areas and then on to the markets where the 

products would be sold
 • provided a means of supplying Angkor and other cities and towns with goods from all areas of the 

empire
 • made it easier for people to get to temples for regular worship or as part of a pilgrimage.

The needs of travellers on these roads were well met, with monasteries, temples, shrines, lodgings and 
water tanks located at regular intervals along them.

5a.5 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check knowledge and understanding
1. Explain how the Khmer water-management system worked and list its advantages.
2. How did the road network benefit people?

Develop source skills
3. Use your knowledge of the West Baray to explain the significance of SOURCE 1.

SOURCE 1 Anthropologist Michael D. Coe describes the value of Banteay Srei

Many modern visitors to Cambodia (this author included) consider Banteay Srei . . . to be the highest 
achievement in art and architecture of the Angkor civilization . . . The glory of Banteay Srei is the beauty of its 
sculpture and decoration . . . All of these [carvings] display an intimate and extraordinarily extensive familiarity 
with all the myriad details of Hindu religion, mythology and literature . . . As art historian Thierry Zéphir has 
said, ‘The art created at Banteay Srei . . . constitutes one of the major contributions of Khmer art to the artistic 
heritage of the world.’

From Angkor and the Khmer Civilization, Thames and  
Hudson, London, 2003, pp. 110–11.

5a.6 Angkor’s temples
5a.6.1 The city of Angkor
Today, people think of Angkor as both the Khmer empire’s main capital and the area that contains most 
of its ancient temples and cities. The temples are some of the most significant structures that survive from 
the time of the Khmer civilisation. The Khmer people built their temples in stone to emphasise that the 
gods, like stone, were lasting. The temples were important religious structures, so architects designed 
them to represent and enhance people’s understanding of their religion’s teachings. Most temples:
 • faced east, from where the gods gained energy from the rays of the rising sun
 • had gates at each of the four cardinal points — north, south, east and west
 • were (originally) dedicated to the Hindu gods Shiva or Vishnu
 • were designed to represent the Hindu gods’ home at Mount Meru.

The temples are known for the beauty and intricacy of their bas-reliefs, sculptures and carvings. Most 
also have Sanskrit inscriptions listing their founders, the extent and productivity of the temple’s lands and 
the names and duties of those who worked there. Their architects designed them in accordance with precise 
mathematical calculations, which, according to Indian belief, would keep them in harmony with the universe.
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5a.6.2 Banteay Srei
Banteay Srei, dedicated in 907 CE, is unusual in that 
it was the project of the Brahmin Yajnavaraha and his 
younger brother Vishnukumara, and not of one of the 
Khmer kings. Banteay Srei is a relatively small temple 
that many people describe as ‘a gem’. It was built in 
pink-toned sandstone and is renowned for the exquisite 
carvings that adorn its walls and the sections above 
and beside its doorways (the lintels, pilasters and door 
jambs).

5a.6.3 Angkor Wat
King Suryavarman II, who ruled from 1113 to 
c.1145 CE, created Angkor Wat, the civilisation’s 
most famous temple, in the first half of the twelfth 
century. Unlike other Khmer temples, Angkor Wat 
faces west. This is perhaps because it was dedicated 
to the Hindu god Vishnu, who ruled the empire’s 
western territories. Angkor Wat has become the 
symbol of Cambodia and it is represented on the 
nation’s flag. It  is still an important religious centre, 
now dedicated to Buddha and containing two Bud-
dhist monasteries.

SOURCE 2 Close-up view of some of the stone 
carvings at Banteay Srei

SOURCE 3 Photo showing some of the carved stonework at Banteay Srei
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Angkor Wat is huge. It is estimated that more than five million tonnes of sandstone was used in its 
construction — covering an area of over 82 hectares (203 acres), it is the largest religious monument in 
the world. Much of its outer areas are still waiting to be cleared of the vegetation that has engulfed them 
over centuries. In keeping with its times, Angkor Wat’s five towers (each 64 metres high) represent the 
peaks of Mount Meru; its five-level tiered pyramid shape represents the mountain itself; its 190-metre-
wide moat represents the world’s oceans; and, beyond this, its 4.5-metre-high outer wall (more than 
3650 metres long in total) symbolically encloses the world within. Walking from the outside inward and 
upward brings the visitor closer to the inner sanctum of the god Vishnu.

RETROFILE
In June 2013, a group of Australian and French archaeologists announced their discovery of a previously 
unknown temple complex and ‘lost city’ on Mount Kulen, 40 kilometres north of Angkor Wat. It is believed that 
the city, called Mahendraparvata, and its temples were constructed around 802 CE, some 350 years before 
Angkor Wat was built.

Using a helicopter equipped with a light detecting and ranging (lidar) device — which fires laser pulses at 
the landscape to build up a three-dimensional structural picture of an area — 370 square kilometres of remote 
Cambodian jungle were surveyed, creating thousands of digital images. Archaeologists on the ground then used 
the lidar data and GPS equipment to trek through the heavy jungle and uncover numerous temples (including a 
number of previously unrecorded and, importantly, unlooted sites), as well as a complex system of connecting 
roads, canals and dykes.

Although the existence of these ancient structures had long been suspected by archaeologists, they had 
remained undetected, hidden by earth and dense jungle. Without the cutting-edge lidar technology, the ruins 
may have remained undiscovered for many years to come — possibly for all time!

It is hoped that ongoing archaeological excavations in the area will provide historians with further information 
about the way of life of this ancient society and new insights into the reasons for its decline.

SOURCE 4 An aerial view of the temple of Angkor Wat, showing its western gate and some of the design 
features related to Khmer religious beliefs
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5a.6.4 The Bayon
Jayavarman VII’s temple, the Bayon, is a 
Buddhist temple. Interestingly, however, two 
sanctuaries to the north and west of the main 
shrine are dedicated to Shiva and Vishnu. Built 
in the late twelfth or early thirteenth century, 
the temple has huge visual impact because of 
the 216 smiling stone-carved faces that adorn 
its 37 towers. Experts do not agree about who 
these represent. Some believe they represent 
the bodhisattva Lokeshvara, who had spe-
cial healing powers and great compassion for 
others; others think they actually show three 
different types of faces. The Bayon’s founda-
tion stele may have contained that information, 
but so far no-one has found it.

The Bayon is located at the centre of the 
fortified city that Jayavarman VII created at 
Angkor Thom. It was the last of the Khmer 
kings’ temples. Not long after Jayavarman 
VII’s death, the empire began to decline in 
power and authority.

SOURCE 5 A photo showing two of the Bayon’s famous 
stone faces

SOURCE 6 Bas relief carving at Banteay Srei, depicting the Hindu gods Shiva and Uma sitting on their 
mountain home, Mount Kailas
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5a.7 The decline of Angkor
5a.7.1 A weakening empire
The Khmer empire continued to prosper and expand under the rule of 
Jayavarman VII (c.1125–1218), who became its greatest leader. Fol-
lowing his death, the empire began to decline in strength for a variety 
of reasons. By the early 1400s, Angkor was the centre of a small local 
power, not a vast empire.

The Khmer kings, trying to resurrect the empire’s former glory, cre-
ated new capitals, first in Longvek and then in Oudong and Chaktomuk 
(now the Cambodian capital, Phnom Penh). In 1431, the Thai kingdom of 
Ayutthaya attacked and destroyed Angkor and made slaves of its inhab-
itants. This defeat by a superior power brought a formal end to Angkor’s 
significant role in the great Khmer civilisation.

RETROFILE
Angkor Wat was added to the World 
Heritage List in 1992 and has become 
a huge tourist attraction in recent years. 
Around 1.5 million people visited the site in 
2011, and this increased to nearly 2 million 
in 2012. With visitor numbers expected to 
continue to rise each year, authorities must 
devise tourism management plans that will 
ensure the preservation of the site while still 
catering for the millions who will come to 
marvel at these extraordinary temples in the 
years ahead.

SOURCE 7 Tourists watch the sun rise at Angkor Wat.

5a.6 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check knowledge and understanding
1. List three features of Khmer temples.
2. Explain how the temples can help our understanding of the Khmer civilisation.
3. Copy and complete the following table to summarise the main information in this section about the Khmer temples.
4. Explain what we can learn from these three temples about change and continuity in Khmer religious beliefs.

Develop source skills
5. What claim does Michael Coe make about Banteay Srei in SOURCE 1? What three pieces of information does 

he provide in support of his claim?
6. Describe what SOURCES 2 and 3 reveal about the Khmer artisans who created these stone carvings.
7. Identify the links to the Hindu religion that are shown in SOURCES 4 and 6.

Temple Time created King Dedicated to: Key features

SOURCE 1 Sculpture 
depicting Jayavarman VII
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5a.7.2 Theories about the decline
Historians and other experts have put forward various hypotheses to explain the decline of Angkor.

Economic weakness
Funding centuries of conflict and wars with neighbouring kingdoms was a huge drain on the Khmer 
economy. Another problem was that the Khmer economy had to keep growing in order to be able to sup-
port people who did not contribute to the economy themselves — the king and members of the Khmer 
elite.

Jayavarman VII’s huge building programs — the city of Angkor Thom and a number of major  temples — 
may also have contributed to the economic problems. His reign saw the construction of a hundred hospitals, 
and major highways with numerous rest-houses located along them.

Religious reasons
Theravada Buddhism became more popular than the Mahayana Buddhism that the kings had tradition-
ally followed. When the kings converted to this form of Buddhism, people no longer saw them as god-
kings. The result was that the kings could not continue to justify building huge temples to glorify either 
themselves or the gods. Nor could they expect ordinary people to devote themselves to supporting these 
projects.

Environmental problems
Khmer building and agriculture programs transformed the landscape in ways that, over time, completely 
undermined the quality of the environment. Radar images indicate that areas of forest were cleared to create 
farmland and to provide timber for building projects. This deforestation meant there were insufficient trees 
to either slow the run-off of water or hold soils in place against the force of monsoon rains. This led to an 
increase in flooding and resulted in sediment blocking water flow in the canals and barays.

As a result of the mismanagement of its environment, Angkor could no longer produce enough food to 
feed its people.

SOURCE 2 An extract from Michael D. Coe’s explanation of the impact of deforestation in the Khmer empire

By clearing the lower slopes of forest cover and bringing them into cultivation, Angkor’s later rulers had 
exposed the complex system of barays and canals not only to extensive siltation, but also to uncontrollable 
flooding and erosion. The effects may have been irreversible. If, as seems likely, the barays and canals allowed 
two annual rice harvests (or, more likely, improved yields provided by irrigation) . . . their loss would have been 
an ecological disaster.

From Angkor and the Khmer Civilization, Thames and Hudson, London, 2003, p. 197

Climate change
There is a good deal of evidence to support the theory that the Angkor area suffered many decades of 
drought. Recent studies of dendrochronology (tree ring analysis) and analysis of soils indicate that Angkor 
suffered droughts from the mid to late fourteenth century, and a severe and long-term drought from the late 
fourteenth to the early fifteenth century.

There are signs that people were trying new techniques to contain water. In the East Baray, there were 
attempts to reduce the quantity of water flowing out of the exit canal. Eventually, the canal was closed 
altogether.
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The Khmer kings may have tried to solve these problems by going to war with neighbours that had better 
farming land, but, if so, that was a strain their economy could not survive.

Moving on
These water supply and soil quality problems seem to have coincided with a time when people who could 
afford to move elsewhere did so. The kings created new capitals and ultimately relocated to what is now 
Phnom Penh. Inland cities such as Angkor were isolated from areas that had a real chance of developing 
successful and extensive trade with the South-East Asian region. It made more sense for merchants to 
establish their businesses in the areas around Phnom Penh — so this is what they did. The Khmer elite 
turned from farming to sea trade as the source of its income.

Disease
Some historians believe that the fourteenth-century epidemic known as the Black Death (see topic 6b) 
reached the Khmer empire and potentially caused large numbers of deaths. The epidemic broke out in 
China in the 1330s, and had reached Europe by the late 1340s; and would probably have passed through the 
ports by which the Khmer people traded. It could also have arrived with the many Chinese travellers who 
visited Angkor.

5a.7.3 Significance today
The Khmer empire was the major power in twelfth-century South-East Asia. Even though the empire 
declined, the influence of its civilisation lives on in modern Cambodia.

Angkor
Recent (2007) archaeological investigations using satellite photography have shown that the Khmer capital, 
Angkor, was 3000 square kilometres in size, making it the world’s largest pre-industrial city; and that 1000 
square kilometres of this land was devoted to water management projects. As our world attempts to deal 
with the demands of climate change, Angkor provides an example of a city that, 700 years ago, struggled 
with and failed to survive similar problems.

Angkor Wat is an outstanding reminder of Angkor’s cultural heritage. Today, it attracts thousands of 
tourists each year. While tourism provides an important contribution to the Cambodian economy, it also 
creates the problem of how to preserve and protect Angkor Wat and other treasured remains of the nation’s 
heritage.

SOURCE 4 An extract from an article on the roles of environment and conflict in the decline of Angkor

Retrospectively, the rise and decline of the Angkor Empire has illustrated the perils of unprecedented 
expansion at the cost of natural resources. With constant pressure from the Chams, Bagans, and Thais, the 
ancient Khmer were forced to cede their power and leave the Angkor area to the care of nature. Time has 
withered away much of what can tell historians how this society functioned for so many centuries … [T]he 
remnants of this old and mystical civilization continue on as evident in the temples and monuments that are left 
standing within the jungles of this country.

Udom Hong, The Angkor Empire, Environment, and Conflict, 
ICE Case Studies, No. 207, May 2007.

SOURCE 3 An extract from UNESCO’s description of the significance of Angkor

Angkor is . . . a major site exemplifying cultural, religious and symbolic values, as well as containing high 
architectural, archaeological and artistic significance.
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   5a.8  Research project: Blogging from the 
Khmer empire 
 Numerous  videos  and  interactivities  are embedded just where you need them, at the point of learning, in 
your learnON title at  www.jacplus.com.au . They will help you to learn the content and concepts covered 
in this topic. 

 5a.8.1 Scenario and task 
  Welcome to the future. Non-disruptive time travel has been invented; this allows you to look, hear and even 
smell the past, but not affect it. That's right - they don't know you're there … 

 As part of its advertising campaign, your company,  Two Places At Once , is sending you back to blog 
about the Khmer Empire.  

    Working individually, you will time travel through the Khmer 
Empire period, blogging at least three key events. You might like to 
focus on such elements as the foundation of the empire, its wars with 
the Champa or the time in 1295 CE when Srindravarman deposed 

 5a.7 Activities 
 To answer questions online and to receive  immediate feedback  and  sample responses  for every question, 
go to your learnON title at  www.jacplus.com.au .  Note:  Question numbers may vary slightly. 

 Check knowledge and understanding 
1.    What signifi cant event affected the Khmer empire in 1431?  
2.   Create a mind map summary with ‘Theories about the decline of the Khmer empire’ at the centre and 

statements around it describing each of the theories.  
3.   Explain the importance of Angkor today.   

 Develop source skills 
4.    What impression does   SOURCE 1   create of Jayavarman VII?  
5.   Explain what Michael Coe is referring to as an ‘ecological disaster’ in   SOURCE 2  .  
6.   Identify the types of signifi cance UNESCO lists for Angkor in   SOURCE 3  .  
7.   What are the main points that Udom Hong makes in   SOURCE 4  ?   
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Jayavarman VIII and introduced Therevada Buddhism. Use the timeline at the beginning of this chapter to 
help you locate major events in need of further research. Create a single blog for at least three of the key 
events — describe what happens and try to help the reader see and feel what life might have been like. Make 
sure you keep an accurate list of the sources you use.  

    With your teacher's permission, you could also work with a partner (in time) and create two separate 
blogs, but interact with each other's blogs. Each individual would still create three entries, but you can use 
your partner to comment on one or more of your blog entries. This would be an excellent way to offer an 
alternative perspective on some key event or to add extra details to an existing post. 

 Note: Your teacher might also require you to keep a refl ective journal of at least 350 words where you 
explain what decisions you made about the content you include and the reasons for making those decisions. 
A sample fi ctitious blog entry containing refl ective notes is included for you in the Resources tab to give 
you an idea of the kind of things you might write in a refl ective journal. 

 5a.8.2 Process 
 •    Investigate each of the research topics listed below: 

 –    Jayavarman II and his role in the establishment of the Khmer Empire  
 –   the relationship between Jayavarman VIII and the Mongols under the rule of Kublai Khan  
 –   Srindravarman deposes Jayavarman VIII and introduces Theravada Buddhism  
 –   Suryavarman II builds Angkor Wat  
 –   the Thai rebellion and establishment of their kingdom at Sukhothai  
 –   the Thai sacking and subsequent abandonment of Angkor  
 –   the end of the Classical Period and the last known inscription on a pillar  
 –   Yasovarman I and the establishment of the Khmer capital in the Angkor area.    

 •   Weblinks in the Resources tab will help you get started with your research. Be sure to use a variety of 
sources to look for different ideas about each event. A good way for you to keep notes is to use the big 
questions at the start of the topic as a way of focusing your research. You should also research daily life 
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and the class structure of Khmer society. Hint: Don't forget to store useful images as you research — 
these can be incorporated in your blog.

 • In the Resources tab you will find a ‘How to Build a Google Blog’ document to help you create your 
blog. You will also find a sample blog entry and a selection of images that you can download to add 
richness to your blog.

 • You might like to create a persona to help you write each entry. In other words, try to view the events 
through the perspective of someone who could actually be there. For instance, you might be a soldier in 
a battle or the general of an army. You might be with royal courtiers waiting for the death of a king or 
you might be a peasant in an opposing group who is fearful of the invading Khmer.

 • Write each entry. If working with a partner, have your partner read over your work and comment. They 
might even like to comment on your blog post. Hint: It’s a good idea to create the text you want to 
use as your blog entry in Word or some other word processing software first. This allows you to edit it 
and check for errors. You can also collaborate with other class members and review each other’s blogs 
before submitting them to your teacher. A document that identifies some core questions for you to 
consider when peer or self-editing is also provided for you in the Resources tab.

5a.9 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question,
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Go online to access additional end of topic resources such as interactivities and printable worksheets.
5a.9 Activity 1: Check your understanding
5b.9 Activity 2: Practise your historical skills
5c.9 Activity 3: Multiple choice quiz

ONLINE ONLY

Go online to access additional resources such as templates, images and weblinks.

ONLINE ONLY

KEY TERMS
baray a large reservoir of water stored for irrigation purposes
bodhisattva a wise being who delays reaching nirvana out of a desire to save people from their sufferings
chakravartin someone who rules in consideration of his people and in an ethical manner
diplomat someone appointed to represent his or her own country in dealings with the government of another 
country
flood-retreat farming system of farming that uses water released from reservoirs to supply crop fields
hydrology the way water moves in relation to land
Indianisation accepting and encouraging aspects of Indian culture and ideas, including religious influences 
and the use of the Sanskrit language and of Indian architectural styles
nirvana a state of being, associated with Buddhism, in which individuals are no longer at the mercy of their 
fears and emotions because they have moved to a state of peace beyond the external world
noria a chain of buckets moved by a water current around a wheel to raise water from a river to irrigate nearby 
fields
polytheistic believing in a number of different gods and goddesses

5a.9 Review
5a.9.1 Review
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Practise your historical skills
Comprehension: chronology, terms and concepts
1. From your study of this topic, what do you think is the most important thing to understand about the Khmer 

empire?
2. Choose the letter that corresponds to the correct sequence of historical events.

(a) Construction of Angkor Wat / rule of Jayavarman VII / founding of the Khmer empire / Thai invasion of 
Angkor

(b) Thai invasion of Angkor / founding of the Khmer empire / rule of Jayavarman VII / construction of 
Angkor Wat

(c) Founding of the Khmer empire / construction of Angkor Wat / rule of Jayavarman VII / Thai invasion of 
Angkor

(d) Thai invasion of Angkor / founding of the Khmer empire / construction of Angkor Wat / rule of 
Jayavarman VII

3. In your own words, define each of the following terms or concepts. Then use each in a sentence that 
demonstrates its meaning.
(a) Baray
(b) Chakravartin
(c) Devara–ja
(d) Indianisation
(e) Nirvana

Analysis and use of sources
4. Read SOURCE 1 carefully and then answer the following questions.

(a) Identify the origin and purpose of this source.
(b) Is it a primary or secondary source for someone studying the Khmer empire? Give reasons for your 

answer.

SOURCE 1 An extract from an article by journalist Rob Sharp in the UK newspaper The Independent, 
14 March 2008

Heritage site in peril: Angkor Wat is falling down
At first glance, it is business as usual at … Angkor Wat …

[A]nother batch of tourists process across its moat and marvel at its grandeur. Local teenagers 
waggle cool drinks in the faces of passers-by and … ‘tuk-tuk’ drivers loudly vie for business. It looks 
like what it is — a boom town.

But the modern commercial success of the high-profile complex … may be — literally — on 
shaky ground.

According to heritage experts … a plethora of new hotels … is sapping gallons of water from 
beneath nearby urban areas. They say this could upset the delicate foundations on which Angkor 
Wat sits and could lead to parts of it — including its famous celestial apsara, or carved nymphs — 
taking an unheavenly tumble to earth.

Philippe Delanghe, the culture programme specialist at Unesco’s Phnom Penh office, said … that 
the long-term consequences of unstable ground beneath the monument could include cracked 
ceilings and falling pillars. ‘If it becomes so damaged then we will have no tourists,’ he added …

In 1993, when Angkor was first added to Unesco’s World Heritage List, the militant Khmer Rouge 
were still active in certain areas. Just 7600 souls ventured to the temple complex that year. Since 
then, however, Cambodia has become ‘safe’ in the eyes of the international community, and … [t]he 
temple has become a must-see stop on any tour of south-east Asia …

Sadly, the most high-profile victim of Cambodia’s success in tourism could well be Angkor Wat 
itself …

Soeung Kong, deputy director general of the Apsara Authority, which oversees Angkor’s upkeep, 
has urged people to keep a level head about this potential damage. He told Agence France Press: 
‘The harm to the temples is unavoidable. We are trying to keep that harm to a minimal level.’

Accessed from http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/asia/heritage-site-in- 
peril-angkor-wat-is-falling-down-795747.html, 14 February 2013.UNCORRECTED P
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(c) Summarise the author’s main point in one sentence.
(d) Locate the evidence the author puts forward to support this 

point.
(e) Explain how this source might be useful for someone studying 

conservation issues at Angkor Wat.
5. What questions would need answering for you to better 

understand SOURCES 2 and 3? Write four or five questions for 
each source.

Perspectives and interpretations
6. (a)  Which of the following words or phrases are useful in 

understanding Zhou Daguan’s perspective on Khmer society? 
To help you judge this, re-read section 5a.3.
• biased
• contemporary
• curious
• diplomat
• modern
• member of the Khmer elite

• Chinese
• eye-witness
• female
• Khmer
• worker

(b)   Write two or three sentences to summarise the perspective 
from which Zhou Daguan writes about Khmer society.

Empathetic understanding
7. What attitudes do you think have motivated people’s interest in the Khmer empire?

Research
8. What do you think are the key questions people should 

pursue in their investigations to learn more about the 
Khmer empire?

Explanation and communication
9. Conduct research into King Jayavarman VII. What 

conclusions have people reached about his kingship? 
What evidence do they put forward in support of their 
conclusions? Record your answers in a table like the 
one below.

10. Conduct further research into one of the temple sites 
you learned about in section 5a.6, or investigate the 
key features of one of the other temple sites listed 
below. Prepare a visual and oral presentation to 
communicate your findings.
• Banteay Chhmar
• Baphuon
• Koh Ker
• Preah Khan
• Preah Ko
• Phnom Bakheng
• Ta Keo

Conclusions about 
Jayavarman VII

Evidence to support 
these conclusions

1

2

SOURCE 3 Ta Prohm temple, Angkor

SOURCE 2 Photograph showing 
carved stone faces in Cambodia 
today
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