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expansionist wars necessitated heavy taxes and forced labor. The 
people's discontent was expressed in a series of revolts. Upon the 
death of Jayavarman VII, the Khmer Empire entered a period of decline. 
In the thirteenth century independent Thai Kingdoms were established 
in the former Khmer territory. In 1353 a Thai army captured Angkor 
which was recaptured later. Angkor was looted a number of times and 
the Thai carried away thousands of Khmer artists and scholars. 
Continuous warfare between the Thai and the Khmer culminated with the 
Siamese capture and sack of Angkor Thom in 1431. This resulted in the 
abandonment of the City as the capital of the nation. The fall of 
Angkor marked the end of a definite cultural cycle which produced 
magnificient architecture with temples, monuments, sculptures, 
decorations, inscriptions, etcetera. 

III. THE DECLINE:

Many factors were involved in the fall of the Khmer Empire. Some
western analysts even blame on the change to Theravada Buddhism as an 
important one. However, material factors were more obviously 
responsible. One of the most important ones was the fragility-of the 
economic system. Under con,stant pressure from the Thais and the 
Chams, it was difficult to maintain the delicate irrigation systen 
upon which Angkor's survival depended. The reservoirs and canals 

,needed constant attention. Damage to the system during actual attacks 
�Y enemies and the sending off of thousands of prisoners of war 
weakened the economic base of the country further. Some analysts 
discount that malaria, spreading from destroyed hydraulic system, 
,played a part in the decline of Angkor. Confrontations between 
-�embers of the royal family definitely weakened the Khmers. All the
conditions were there and the stage set for the collapse of the 
A)1gkorian empire. After the abandonment of the City, the Khmer court 
moved south to Longvek, near the present-day Phnom Penh. The new 

- capital was protected by stone fortifications, and within its limits
were built a number of Buddhist temples. The then King Ang Chan
invaded Siam in 1531 and repelled subsequent counterattacks. In one
of his many invasions of Siam in 1564, he reached the Siamese capital
city of Ayutthya, to find it occupied by the Burmese •

. Ang Chan's successors continued to attack Siam; however, in the
1580's, emerged a powerful new Siamese King. The Cambodian capital of
Longvek wa� captured by the Thais in 1594, and for the first time an
alien political control was established over the Khmer state. About
this time the Chinese migrants came to establish themselves in Phnom
Penh and by early 1600's made up about one seventh of the total
population. The Chinese lived in separate quarters which were run
more or less independently from the Khmer authorities.

European countries, expanding their trade in Southeast Asia in the
16th century, showed little interest in Cambodia. fhe first European
contacts were made mostly by Portugese and Spanish missionaries and
adventurers who arrived in Cambodia after the mid 1500s. Buddhist
opposition caused the missionaries' departure. When the Siamese
pressed toward Longvek during 1590's, the King requested help from the
Spaniards who arrived too late.
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in g1v1ng more power to Cambodia, Sihanouk decided to act. Early in 
1953, he dissolved the Parliament and declared martial law. He 
conducted a vehement anti-French campaign around the world, and 
proclaimed independence from France on November 9, 1953. 

The Geneva Conference of 1954 recognized Cambodia's neutrality, 
ordered the withdrawal of the Conmunist Viet Minh troops to Vietnam, 
and committed the country to elections in which everyone might vote. 
Sihanouk refused to associate himself with the South East Asia Treaty 
Organization (SEATO). 

In 1955, Sihanouk, fearing his power as a monarch would be reduced 
after an election, abdicated and put his own father, Suramarit, to the 
throne. He formed the 11Sangkum 11 movement and assumed power as head of 
government. Urban intellectuals increasingly opposed him while his 
followers accorded him near God-King status. 

Sihanouk accepted U.S. military aid in 1956. A U.S. Government 
study stated that they wanted him to maintain Cambodia's independence 
and reverse the drift towards pro-communist neutrality. Meanwhile, he 
accepted aid from Red China and repeated his denunciation of SEATO, 
further annoying the U.S. In 1959, Sihanouk claimed CIA involvement 
in a provincial right-wing plot to overthrow him. 

Suspecting that his officers were becoming too dependent on 
American generosity, Sihanouk renounced U.S. economic and military aid 
and forced the closure of the U.S. aid missions during 1963. Sihanouk 
continued to play off Chinese, Soviet and American interests. In the 
countryside, he brutally suppressed tiny groups of the Khmer Rouge. 

Sihanouk broke off diplomatic ties with the U.S. in 1965, and 
allowed North Vietnames.e Conmunists to establish sanctuaries inside 
the borders of Cambodia. In the following year, Sihanouk allowed 
Conmunist supplies to be routed through the Cambodian port of Kompong 
Som to the eastern border areas with Vietnam. This traffic lasted 
unti 1 1970. 

Escalation of the war in Vietnam worried Sihanouk. He feared that 
his rundown Armed Forces would be unable to cope with any spillover of 
the hostilities into Cambodia. 

In June 1969, Sihanouk announced restoration of relations with 
Washington. His playing off of left against right was becoming more 
precarious and his continued tolerance of the Vietnamese Conmunists 
along his borders was gaining increasingly hostile opposition from 
within his own government, the urban elite and the-military. Prime­
Minister Lon Nol claimed that as many as 40,000 Vietnamese Conmunists 
were on Cambodian soil. B-52 bombings against suspected Conmunist 
bases along Cambodia's borders had pushed the Vietnamese Conmunists 
further into Cambodia. 

Sihanouk left for a holiday and physical check-up in France in 
January 1970. In his absence, Lon Nol closed the port of Kompong Som, 
stirred up public anger against Vietnamese Communist infiltration of 
Cambodia and staged anti-Vietcong demonstrations., On March 11, 1970, 
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a mass demonstration in Phnom Penh attacked the North Vietnamese 
Embassy and other Vietcong offices. Lon Nol apologised but gave the 
North Vietnamese seventy two hours to quit Cambodia. 

On March 18, 1970, Lon Nol, backed by Sirik Matak and supported by 
a vote of no-confidence against Sihanouk from the Parliament, staged a 
coup d'etat and gained an immediate recognition by the U.S. as head of 
the new government. � In October 1970, Lon Nol abolished the monarchy 
and established the Khmer Republic. 

Within five days, Sihanouk announced the formation of the National 
United Front of Kampuchea and sought the support for his old enemy, 
the Khmer Rouge. 

By May, twelve thousand U.S. and six thousand South Vietnamese 
troops had attacked the Vietnamese Colllllunists stationed in Cambodia. 

From Pe�ing, Sihanouk announced the formation of the Royal 
National Union Government of Kampuchea, which was invnediately 
recognised by Peking·and Hanoi. He declared himself Chief of State of 
Government in exile. A day later, Communist China, North Vietnam and 
North Korea broke off diplomatic ties with Cambodia. 

Cambodia was involved in a full scale war by June of 1970. The 
Communists isolated Phnom Penh, won half of the country and took over 
twenty percent of the population. Fleeing the Communists and the 
bombing, hundreds of thousands of refugees swelled the population of 
Phnom Penh. 

February 13, 1971, Lon Nol flew out of the country to Hawaii as he 
suffered from a stroke. On his return a month later, it was felt that 
he was in no mental or physical condition to stay in office. On April 
21, 1971, Lon Nol resigned. It proved impossible to form another 
government, so a few days later he was back and remained in power for 
another four years. 

Lon Nol's troop controlled only an area around Phnom Penh 
containing a handful of towns, a large area around the province of 
Battambang and a strip of territory between the two by the sulllller of 
1971. Supplies were flown in to Phnom Penh and thousands of refugees 
swelled its population daily. The North Vietnamese Army was well 
entrenched; it established supply routes from South Vietnam and helped 
train Khmer Rouge troops in North Eastern Cambodia. 

On October 20, 1971, Lon Nol declared a state of emergency. 
Members of his Cabinet begged him to relinquish some of his powers. 
There were rumours of coups and fears that the Colllllunists were about 
to arrive. 

The Cambodian government estimated that two million of the 
country's seven million population had been displaced and that twenty 
percent of property had been destroyed by the end of 1971. A million 
and a half refugees inhabited Phnom Penh. 

By the beginning of 1973, in Paris, North and South Vietnam signed 
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an agreement on ending the war and restoring peace. The Khmer Rouge 
launched an assault on Kompong Cham. 

Inflation ran at 250% per annum in 1974. Production continued to 
decline and exports were almost nil. Ninety-five percent of all 
income was from the U.S. aid, 80% of the country's pre-war paddy 
fields had been abandoned. The influx of the refugees into Phnom Penh 
had pushed the population up to two millions, four times its original 
size; food was scarce and expensive, and there were frequent power 
cuts. The provincial cities and towns were also full of refugee camps 
and new arrivals told of Khmer Rouge brutality in the countryside. 

In April, 1974, the last U.S. Ambassador to Cambodia, John Dean, 
arrived in Phnom Penh with instructions to bolster up �on Nol's 
rapidly waning military position and explore the possibilities for 
talks with the enemy. In July, he managed to persuade Lon Nol to 
offer unconditional negotiations to the Co1T111unists. A strong promise 
was heard all over Phnom Penh and other cities that the U.S. would 
not, in any case, abandon the Khmer Republic. In Peking, this was 
denounced by Sihanouk who stated that he would never negotiate with 
the puppets. 

The Khmer Rouge annual dry season offensive opened with rocket and 
artillery attacks at points surrounding Phnom Penh on January 1, 1975. 

On April 1, 1975, Lon Nol left Cambodia forever. In the 
afternoon, the government's last defences on the Mekong River fell and 
the Khmer Rouge, backed by Vietnamese Co1T111unists, took Neak Luong in 
bloody hand-to-hand fighting. This was followed by the evacuation by 
helicopters of U.S. Embassy staff and dependents which began eleven 
days later. 

VI. KHMER ROUGE ERA

The Khmer Rouge marched into Phnom Penh, April 17, 1975. They 
immediately started clearing the city of its inhabitants. The entire 
city was being emptied of its people. Two and a half million people 
were on the move. They were told that the Americans were about to 
bomb the city so that they had to abandon their homes, taking just as· 
much food as they could carry with them. 

The Communist Khmer Rouge ruled Cambodia, or Democratic Kampuchea, 
as it was officially titled, from April, 1975, to January, 1979, 
inspired by the agrarian ColTITlunism of Mao Tse-tung. The country 
became a vast work camp where co1T111unal life took over from family 
1 ife. Names such as "mother" and "father"· were changed into 
"comrade". According to their ideology, an oJd society should be 
completely destroyed, and a new one can be created. Buddhism was the 
first to be abolished. All important priests were killed and the rest 
were forced to disrobe and marry. Teachers, doctors, actors, 
scientists, civil servants, military and students were killed for 
being enemies of the rural peasant revolution. Wives and husbands 
lived apart. Children were often used as spies for the Khmer Rouge 
government. The colTITlunization of all aspects of social life was 
governed by illiterate persons authorized by Angka Loeu, the Supreme 
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Organization of the Khmer Rouge. Indeed, these policies had already 
been tried out in the liberated zones of Cambodia long before the war
against the Khmer Republic was completed. As the result of this 
policy, at least three million Cambodians were killed during the Khmer 
Rouge era. 

In September, 1975, Sihanouk returned home from Peking and was 
elected Head of State. This was in name only and he was kept very 
much to his home. In February, 1976, Chou En Lai died and Sihanouk 
disappeared temporarily from public life. Khieu Samphan replaced him 
as Head of State. 

In September, 1977, Pol Pot (formerly Salot Sar) emerged as Prime 
Minister. He openly aligned with China and described his government 
as Marxist-Leninist. Border and territorial disputes between 
Kampuchea and Vietnam had been worsening. The Kampuchean government 
feared that Vietnamrintended to incorporate a socialist Kampuchea into 
a Vietnamese-dominated Indochina Federation. At the end of 1977, the 
Khmer Rouge denounced Hanoi publicly. 

In January, 1978, the Vietnamese Communist government launched a 
massive invasion into Cambodia. Many Khmer Rouge officials fled to 
Thailand. Towards the end of the year, the Vietnamese ColTITiunist 
troops launched a new invasion of northeast Cambodia. China backed 
Pol Pot. The Chinese, aware of the world's outrage at the Khmer Rouge 
brutalities, persuaded Pol Pot to embrace Sihanouk once again to 
create a more broad-based front. 

When Phnom Penh fell into the Vietnamese Communists' hands on 
January 7th, 1979, the Khmer Rouge leaders retreated to the jungle. 
The Vietnamese Communists installed a regime trained and chosen by 
Hanoi. Cambodia became the People's Republic of Kampuchea. One group 
of the leaders is Hanoi trained, and the other consists of former 
Khmer Rouge functionaries who defected to Vietnam in 1977-1978 when 
Pol Pot turned his revolutionary terrorism against members of his own 
party. 

Three separate resistance movements are fighting the Vietnamese 
occupation today. They form a tripartite Coalition Government. This 
government consists of the Khmer Rouge and two non-Communist groups. 
It has· been recognized by the United Nations as the sole legitimate 
representative of that country in the world body. But the coalition 
exists largely for purposes of international diplomacy. Each of the 
three groups operates quite autonomously in its political and military 
activities inside Cambodia. 

The powerful component of the resistance is the Khmer Rouge 
faction whicn is well supplied by China. But the Khmer Rouge has two 
problems in its struggle. The first one is that Chinese weapons, 
though plentiful, are technologically inadequate to destroy Vietnamese 
tanks and artilleries in a great number. The second problem the Khmer 
Rouge faces is its past political record. The Cambodian population 
fears a return to the terror, social dislocation and hard labor of the 
1975-1978 period. 
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The second group within the resistance coalition is the Khmer 
People's National liberation Front (KPNLF), a nationalist movement led 
by Son Sann who lived in France during the war of 1970-1975. He 
returned to the Thai border during the reign of the Khmer Rouge and 
from there entered Cambodia in 1979 to form the KPNLF in October of 
that year. The guerrilla leaders who are today Son Sann's field 
conmanders are dedicated to the nationalist, anti-Col'ITilunist cause. 
More than 140,000 Cambodians now live in KPNLF villages. The 
peasants, having fled both the Khmer Rouge and the Vietnamese 
Col'IIJlunists, provide the volunteers for Son Sann's guerrilla army. 

The third and smallest component of the resistance coalition is 
the organization of Sihanouk, the former pro-Col'ITilunist prince, created 
in Pyongyang, North Korea in 1979 and set up in Western Cambodia in 
1981. 
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Chapter 111 

THE KHMER CONCEPT 

OF INDIVIDUAL WORTH 

The value system of the Cambodian originates from many different 
cultural traditions: Khmer, Indian and French, with the influence of 
at least two distinct religions- Brahmanism and Theravada Buddhism. 
Therefore, it is nova homogeneous, unicultural system. Difference 
segments of the population do not equally share the entire complex of 
values; some tend ·to be more influenced by certain elements than 
others. 

INFLUENCES. 

A combination of the ancient Khmer culture with Indian Hinduism 
represents the source of one set of values which are oriented toward a 
system of classes apd rank distinctions. A person has a definite 
place in the society with a definite role. There exists a formal 
pattern of respect .and deference between people of superior and 
inferior rank. 

Another set of values derives from Theravada Buddhism. Here the 
main concepts are the unity of all life and the ultimate spiritual 
perfectibility and equality of all mankind. Doctrines include 
religious detachment from wordly affairs, the individual's 
responsibility for his own status in life, and the possibility of 
changing status through a combination of merit and reincarnation. 
Merit can be achieved through service to community, pagoda, and nation 
and by adhering to various rules of personal conduct. The rules 
emphasize the avoidance of causing suffering, self-discipline and 
improvement, humility, passivity, temperance, non-accumulation of 
wealth, and harmonious relations with others. 

A third set of values derives from the cultural tradition of the 
French middle class, which has influenced Khmer society through 
government and education. This tradition allows individuals to raise 
his life_ status by the practical means of education and economic 
advancement. It stresses the active aspects of achievement and the 
accumulation of material wealth as means of attaining personal and 
social objectives. It is influential among upper classes and Khmer 
civil servants who have been exposed to western education. However, 
it has not penetrated to rural areas. 

SOCIAL RELATIONSHIPS. 

The rules of etiquette between people of different status are 
carefully spelled out for every situation. The limits of behavior for 
a defined situation must be adhered to although most Cambodians would 
readily shift to a more informal kind of interchange. When unable to 
understand the nature of a situation or placed between two conflicting 
situations, Cambodians tend to withdraw completely. 

A principal role of a leader in Cambodian society is to explain. 
The follower is expected to respond by exerting himself to understand 
clearly the nature of any new situation and his possible role in it. 
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After the infant stage, the child is expected to conform to norms 
of politeness and obedience. The father takes up his authoritarian 
role vis-a-vis the children. A girl of ten can perform most household 
duties such as cooking a meal, sewing, washing clothes, and caring for 
younger ones. A boy of this age learns how to tend draft animals and 
knows the basic techniques of agriculture. Brothers and sisters never 
touch or kiss each other. Children are not free to do what they want. 
Girls are under stricter supervision, and sex segregation is the 
colTl!lon social rule. A girl, after reaching the age of puberty, must· 
observe a period of one month's sec 1 us ion ca 11 ed "the shadow month" 
sometime before her marriage. During this period she is to stay 
inside the home at all time and eats a vegetarian diet. 

The relationships among siblings are based on age. Chil_dren are 
taught to use the respectful forms of language by referring to their 
older brothers and sisters as "big brother" and "big sister". The 
reputation of a family depends to a great extent upon the behavior of 
children in and outside their family. 

Around the age of ten, a boy may take up his monk hood and stay in 
the pagoda for some time to "wash out" his sins and to show obedience 
to his parents. During his service time as novice monk, he learns the 
holy scripture written in Pali and the good code of conduct according 
to Buddhist teaching. 

Khmer children most often play with those of their own age and sex 
but mixed groups sometimes play together. However, sex segregation in 
adolescence is the rule. In rural areas, adolescent girls do not go 
anywhere unless escorted by an adult or a child. Virginity of brides 
is highly valued and premarital sex deeply deplored. Sex before 
marriage is a great shame for the girl and her family. By whatever 
means necessary parents prevent children to gain knowledge about sex 
for they feel that such knowledge would lead to desire and trouble. 

Most men marry between the age of nineteen and twenty four; and 
most girls marry between sixteen and twenty two. Although young 
people in the same community see each other occasionally and have 
chances to become acquainted, there exits no such.. thing as "dating". 
Youngsters, most often, have little choice in the selection of their 
marriage partner. It remains a general rule, especially in the rural 
areas, that parents select a spouse for their son and daughter as they 
believe that this is within their domain of responsibility. On the 
contrary, parents and children in urban families tend to accept more 
and more present practices of western societies. 
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Khmer is one of those languages which does not express granmatical

relationships by suffixes {e.g. English plural -�, past tense -ed or

progressive -.i!l.9.). Function words are used to express these same

things. 
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percent of the total. Moreover, teaching was not an attractive 
career. The pay was not good and the prestige of teachers was lower 
than that of other sectors of the government. 

Traditional schools in Buddhist temples were primarily regarded as 
places for teaching Buddhist precepts. Later model schools were seen 
by the government as a place for guiding young people in the awareness 
of their civic duties. 

Cambodian teaching methods rely on memorization rather than the 
development of intelligence and initiative. Typical classrooms in 
rura 1 areas are sma 11 ha 11 s surrounded by wooden wa 11 s. Those in 
urban areas are more elaborate buildings having several stories built 
of bricks, concrete and tiles. Laboratories, libraries, textbooks, 
and audio-visual equipment were almost non-existent. 

Classes are very crowded, holding from fifty to sixty students. 
All schools are co-educational with the exception of one high·school 
for girls in Phnom-Penh. However, boys and girls did not sit at a 
same table. Girls usually sat in the first rows. Relations between 
boys and girls were characterized by reserve and shyness. 

Students were expected to show respect and obedience to their 
teachers. They never volunteered to answer questions but waited to be 
cal led upon by the teachers. Discipline was very strict. Students 
could be expel led temporarity or indefinitely for bad behavior. 

Li k e every other i n st i tut i on, the en ti re sch o o l system was 
destroyed after the Khmer Communists took control of Cambodia in 
Apri 1 1975. There were no more classrooms, students, teachers or 
Education Department. Everything was considered "western 
contamination". Students in higher grades were condemned to die along 
with their teachers and other civil servants. Textbooks of all types 
were b�rned or dumped into the river. There was no schooling for over 
four years under the Khmer Rouge. After the invasion by the 
Vietnamese Communist forces and the establishment of the new regime in 
Phnom-Penh in 1979, there was report of school reopening. It was, 
however, a minimum of school activities with many components lacking. 

It is appropriate to point out that Cambodian refugee children who 
arrived after 1981 had been out of school for several years. 

24 



► 

Chapter VII 

RELIGION 

The official re_ligion of Cambodia was Theravada Buddhism, one of 
the two major forms of Buddhism. Over 80 percent of the total 
population adopted this religion. Theravada Buddhism was the state 
religion as mandated by the Constitution. It was an important source 
of national integration and the primary provider of the value system 
for the overwhelming majority of the population. Since the 13th 
century, Buddhism had been the predominant popular belief in Cambodia. 
Before that time, the religion practiced by the royal circle was the 

c

Brahmanic cult which included the worship of the god-king or devaraja. 
This cult, which flourished inside the court, did not have much effect 
on the mass who practiced animistic and ancestral cults. Such spirit 
cults have survived among Cambodians and do not compete nor conflict 
with Buddhism or Brahmanism. 

Buddhism emphasizes the ultimate goal of nirvana, a state in which 
all desire and individual consciousness including suffering are 
abolished. In contrast to the monk, an ordinary man is thought to be 
quite remote from this goal. He can take satisfaction in having risen 
so far within the great hierarchy of living things and can hope for a 
better rebirth or reincarnation with more good doings in his present 
life. However, to deal with the spiritual difficulties of daily life, 
the Khmer Buddhist relies upon local and ancestral spirits. He will 
beg for relaxation of punitive actions on their parts in time of 
distress, or he will seek their approval for any new venture. 

The provision in the national Constitution for freedom of religion 
was wel 1 implemented, and every ethnic group was allowed to worship as 
it desired. The Cham remained attached to Islam, the Chinese and 
Vietnamese adhered to Mahayana Buddhism, Ca tho l i ci sm, Protestantism or 
other sects such as Confucianism and Taoism. 

THE BASIC CONCEPTS OF BUDDHISM. 

. At the time when Hinduism, also called Brahmanism, was widespread 
1 n India, Prince Siddharta (563-483 B.C.) initiated Buddhism in that 
��u�try. He reject ed his royal status, his rights and his wealthy 

iv,ng_ to become a wandering ascetic. After years of meditation,
acco :d1ng to Buddhist scriptures, he atta ined enlightenment while
�r�ying und�r a Bo tree. Spreading all over India, Buddhism reachedri. Lanka 1n 246 B.C. after which time the Tripitaka, the sacredscripture of Theravada Buddhism, was committed to writing. It was
�rig,n�l ly written in Pali, an ancient Indian language derived from
t�nskr�t. The Cambodian translation of the basic religious text was 

l 
e f 1 rs t one to be accomp 1 i shed in its entirety in any otheranguage. 

25 



Buddhism began as a reform of old Hindu doctrines. Both the 
Buddhist and the Hindu sees the universe and all living forms as parts 
of eterna 1, eye 1 i ca 1 and recurrent process. For the Budd hi st, the 
present life is merely a state or phase of an endless progression of 
events which does not cease with death. Life and death are merely 
alternate aspects of the existence of individuals. It is possible 
that an individual wil 1 have his next existence as a better or a worse 
being, 6r a god, or even a lower animal. The continuous cycle of 
rebirth involving all living things is called sansara. 

Theravada Buddhism does not require a belief in a god but insists 
upon the responsibility of each individual for his behavior. 

Theravada or Mahayana Buddhism is based on three components: 
Buddha, the "Eternal II guide, dharma or the teaching of Buddha, the 
way to right action and belief which center on Karma, the belief that 
the present 1 ife and thereafter depends on one's deeds and misdeeds, 
and the Sangha, the clergy who carry on Buddhist teaching. 

Not much of the Buddhist concepts-was original to Buddha. The 
Brahmanic vision of sansara is the endless series of pain and sorrow 
in every life. The Buddhist addition to the concept, which can be 
considered as an elaboration, is the hope for heaven or a happy life 
after death. Nirvana, the most perfect stage a living form can 
attain, represents a complete release from sansara. One can gain this 
state of enlightenment, in which all illusions of existence are 
conquered, after achieving the best of Karma by earning most merits 
and avoiding all misdeeds •. 

The Buddhist concepts can be summarized as fol lows: suffering 
exists; it has a cause which is nothing besides the craving for 
existence; such craving can be stopped by fol lowing the Path. The 
Path, in simple terms, consists of right understanding, right purpose, 
right speech, right conduct, right vocation, right effort, right 
thinking and right meditation. 

The Karma doctrine holds that one's actions in this life and in 
all previous ones determine what stage in the hierarchy of living 
creatures one will occupy in the next incarnation. One's Karma can be 
favorably affected by one's acts. The five precepts which all good 
Buddhists try to comply with at all times are: do not kill; do not 
steal; do not commit adultery; do not tell lies; and do not take 
intoxicants or liquors. On saint days, four times a month, they may 
choose to take up three additional omissions: do not participate in 
any sense-exciting activity such as dancing or singing; do not use any 
personal adornment; do not eat after midday. Buddhist monks must 
strictly fol low the ten basic precepts comprising the eight listed 
above and two more: do not rest on a luxurious bed (mattress is 
considered a luxury); do not handle money or other valuables. The ten 
basic precepts must be observed every day of the monkhood. There are 
llP to two hundred twenty seven rules of monastic discipline to be 
obeyed by a phikhu, a fully ordained monk, and only seventy five for a 
novice monk. 
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THE SANGHA AND THE WAT (TEMPLE). 

The Buddhist hierarchy in Cambodia is organized in accordance with 
the state regulations. There are two separate monastic orders: the 
Mohanikay order (the great congregation) and the Thonvnayut order (the 
doctrinal group). The Mohanikay is by far the oldest and the largest 
of the two orders with over ninety percent of the members of the 
sangha belonging to it� 

Before the war broke out in 1970, there existed around 2,800 11wat11
or monasteries with about 90,000 monks living in them at one time. 

There appear to be no real doctrinal differences between Thonvnayut 
and Mohanikay orders. However, they disagree on certain details of 
behavior; for example, the Thommayut monks adhere more strictly to the 
rules. 

Until recently, according to Buddhist tradition, each Cambodian 
male spent some time-of his life as a member of the sangha to show 
obedience to his parents and to learn the good ways of life. The time 
thus spent may be as short as three months. The most popular time for 
Cambodians to enter the monkhood is the Vossa, the Buddhist retreat 
period which ends in October. 

Members of the sangha had been outside the scope of civi 1 legal 
actions and exempt from al 1 public duties. They were not eligible to 
vote or hold official office. They were not affected by military 
draft and could not be tried without first being defrocked. The 
expulsion of a monk can be decided by the head of the local -wat, with 
approval of the superior of the order. 

The hierarchy of the sangha can be summarized in the fol lowing 
1 i st: 

- Rachiakanak, head of each of the two orders (Mohanikay and
Thommayut)

-; Thananukrum, one rank be 1 ow the first, after 20 years of 
service. 

- Chau athika, head of a temple or wat •
. -- --

- Kru saut, two in each wat, assisting Chau athika.

Each wat has one or two 1 ay assistants, ca 11 ed achar, who act as 
intermediary between the monks and laymen. The achar rarely lives in 
the wat. He represents the monks in contacts with the government, 
acts as master of ceremony at celebrations and leads the prayers. The 
Chau athika supervises the occupants of the temple, monks and students 
as wel 1, and is responsible for the buildings and temple grounds and a 
smooth operation of the temple school. 

A wat may be inhabited by as few as ten or twenty monks or as many 
as several hundreds. Typically, a wat consists of a cluster of 
buildings made mostly of wood and tiles or bamboo and thatch, which 
are usually built on stilts. These buildings serve as shelters for 
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monks and a number of religious elderly folks. A walled enclosure 
surrounds the complex. The main entrance is from the east and is 
generally guarded by strange figures of animals or legendary 
characters. In the middle of the compound stands the most important 
structure cal led the Vihear, the temple proper, which is always a 
piece of architecture and art work. The vi hear, a huge building in 
itself, contains a large statue of Buddha ,n meditating posture. One 
or two open halls or sala serve as place for public ceremonies for a 
neighboring population amounting to several hundreds. Most temples 
have a number of beautiful shrines containing the cremated remains of 
dead persons. There is generally an elementary school inside a wat. 

Life in the wat is dominated by restrictions and prohibition. A 
monk must follow the Buddhist precepts more strictly than do the 
layman. For example, a Buddhist monk can not get closer than several 
feet to a female. The rules of honesty and sobriety are more exacting 
for the sangha than for the laymen. 

A sangha must have his head, eyebrows and beard shaved every two 
weeks. Each of his day is generally full and well ordered. He should 
be up around five o'clock every morning. After washing up, he 
practices his prayers in Pali and Cambodian. Around seven or eight he 
starts off, with or without a temple boy, to beg the daily food. This 
trip around the neighboring communities could last several hours. 
Other principal duties include studying the holy scriptures, and 
teaching other monks and chi 1 dren. Some monks may have to go out to 
officiate at village ceremonies: wedding, cremation, burial, moving to 
·a new home, a child's birthday, attendance to the sick and even family
counseling. Shortly before noon he takes his last meal of the day;
then comes a time for rest and contemplation. In the afternoon he can
help take care of the ground inside the wat. On the whole, a monk
spends a good part of his time learning and reciting the scriptures.
Classroom learning would include mathematics, history, geography and
scienr,es with much concentration on litP.rature.

In recent years, adolescents and young men would rather pursue a 
secular education than take up the monkhood. Yet, in spite of some 
influence from the industrialized world, the sangna still occupies a 
unique position in the transmission of Khmer culture and vaJues within 
the traditional and conservative society. 
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Chapter VI 11 

ART ART FORMS AND EXPRESSION 

Cambodian art is undoubtedly one of the most prestigious in the 
whole of Southeast Asia. It is also one of the most systematically 
studied. 

Derived from Indian cu 1 ture for the most part, Khmer art 
progressed through phases that parallel the ones of Cambodian history. 
Peaks of artistic and intellectual achievement were reached during the 
early Fun an period and during the 1 ater Angkor period. This latter 
one is represented by the great stone monuments of the Angkor region 
dating from the ninth to the thirteenth centuries. 

,. 

The temples of Angkor are by no means the only remains of the 
great period. Angkor was the capitol of a vast empire which included 
most of present Laos and Thailand and part of Malaysia. Stone 
monuments, steles, temples and statuaries are witness to the spread of 
Cambodian civilization all over these areas. It is unfortunate that 
most of the literature of the old time was written on materials easily 
destroyed by tropical dampness and insects. However the quality of 
the lost part may still be judged from the inscriptions carved on old 
stones. Elements of ancient Khmer literature can be found in both 
poetry and prose. They include royal decisions, legal codes, records 
of battles, hymns dedicated to gods, etcetera. 

Both the literary inscriptions and the architectural remains prove 
Cambodia's cultural debt to India. Nevertheless there are also signs 
of true native inspirations and Indian models were never slavishly 
copied. Nowhere in India can be find something comparable to the 
general simplicity and unity of Angkor Wat or Bayon art styles. 

During the Thais' long conquest over Cambodia, they absorbed much 
of the Khmer culture. Tens of thous ands of the best Cambodian 
scholars and artists were forced away by Thai raiders as slaves. At 
one time, they carried off the whole of population of Angkor, then 
capital of Cambodia. Khmer culture never recovered from the setback. 
Some contemporary Cambodian artists are inclined to look to Thai for 
guidance. 

The artistic and intellectual life of present Cambodia is 
overshadowed by the greatness of the past. That glory seems to be 
lost and irretrievable. The grandiose spirit that built the wonderful 
stone templ�s of Angkor no longer exists. Ingenuity is no longer 
Perpetuated in stones but limited to items designed for tourists. 
T hese items of different forms endlessly repeat the ancient themes. 
To the educated layman, the state of the art appeared to be of little 
concern. Public matters, internal and international political 
Problems drew much of their attention. However, there was some 
evidence of intellectual revival. Many youngsters showed a new sense 
of dedication, especially after World War II. 
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ANCIENT ARCHITECTURE. 

All ancient buildings are of religious inspiration. Among those 
known to us, none was erected before the start of the 7th century. 
Since that time, every religious center has been the tower temple 
covered with a number of terraces. The tower temples became more and 
more complex. Their composing elements were laid out after a 
geometrical plan. Many buildings might be on the same pl�tform in a 
single or double row or in quincunxes; but most frequently they were 
built on the top of pyramids with terraces called "mountain-temples". 
This type of complex is linked to royal worship and represent a 
symbolism hard to understand. Phnom Bakheng is an example. They 
became even more sophisticated by the addition of ha 11 s and arcades 
extensively and advantageously utilized. The culmination of Khmer 
ancient architecture was attained at the construction of the great 
Angkor complex, terminated in the first part of the 12th century. 
Originally, the temples were built from bricks bonded together with 
high strength. From the end of the 10th century, sandstone, rarely 
replaced by laterite, started to replace bricks. Throughout the 11th 
century, sandstone became the only building material. 

One of the most original features of Khmer art continues to be the 
face-towers as inspired by Buddhist cosmology. Bayon style is a 
typical example. After Bayon, not a mountain-temple was built on 
ground level. Even before Angkor was abandoned, traditional 
architecture was no longer fol lowed. The work of Jayavarman VII, 
during whose reign the style of Bayon was created which was intended 
to express royal symbolism, could not be completed by his successors. 
With the rising of Theravada Buddhism another concept was introduced. 
Buddhist doctrine was emphasized but not the durability of the 
construct ions. With the same building techniques, bricks and mortar 
replaced stone in buildings erected in the following centuries. Later 
on, composite construction ideally suited for monastic architecture 
came into use not just inside Cambodia but also in Thailand and Laos. 

Architectural decorations played a major role in Khmer art. Its 
evolution through time has enabled scientists to date Khmer historic 
buildings with much accuracy. Sandstone or other materials were 
smartly carved into lintels, small decorated col __ umns, pilasters and 
pediments exposing a wide range of foliated scrolls mixed with human 
figures and animals of various postures. From an early time to 13th 
century, access to the complexes was emphasized by paths, steps and 
terraces. Decoration of these structures was by 1 ined carved stone 
blocks representing statues of guards or lions and by ornated corner 
posts. Sometimes multi-headed nagas or garudas terminated the 
beautiful balustrades. 

The images of deities and guardians of temples in narrative low 
reliefs also show the development of Khmer sculptures. Most statues 
are made of sandstone; bronze images are rare, and wood-carving became 
popular only after the 13th century. Mostly made of stoneware, 
Cambodian ceramics generally-have classical baluster shapes which 
coexist with those of animal shape or other more functional shapes. 

Information about architecture and sculpture after the 13th 
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century is generally' lacking mostly because the use of stone was 
abandoned. The Thai occupation of Angkor and the forced removal of 
artists resu 1 ted in the impoverishment of Khmer arts. Post-angkor 
architectural works have been represented by the royal palace in Phnom 
Penh and Buddhist temp 1 e structures spread over the who 1 e country. 
Modern sculpture with chief subjects being Buddha, naga heads, apsaras 
and other motifs derived from ancient Cambodia are made in local 
marble. � 

MUSIC. 

bne of the most common forms of art expression is singing 
improvised lyrics to traditional music. It is done at any pleasant 
time by any one: the little boy tending the water buffalo, children 
playing together, young men and women courting at field-work, old men 
conducting ox-cart, etcetera. The words may endlessly be improvised 
but the number of tunes is quite limited. Cambodians have no musical 
notation system of their own, and the western system was not rea 11 y 
introduced until after World War II. Even today, traditional 
musicians do not use the modern notation. Most of the tunes and songs 
are carried orally from one generation to the next. Some of the song� 
have been transfered back and forth to and from Thailand or Laos. 

Playing some sort of musical instruments is a common form of 
popular amusement. Making and p 1 ayi ng instruments may be both 
considered traditional arts. The fact that Cambodians learn to play 
instruments with rapidity, even though without formal instruction, 
surprises many Westerners. Most instruments are decorated with 
elaborate inlay work. Music is likely to be present at every social 
and festive gathering. At one such gathering, a person present can 
improvise songs while others wil 1 accompany him on instruments if any 
are available. At least, rhythmic hand clapping by the group will 
give similar effect. Although western musical instruments have been 
introduced, native Khmer instruments are still highly popular. It is 
not uncommon to see both types of instruments in the same musical 
band. Among western imports, the banjo, mandolin, guitar and violin 
are quite popular. A typical Khmer orchestra, for example the one 
used to acc6mpany the Royal Ballet, would consist of three xylophones, 
two kongthom (large circles of suspended copper gongs), several one-or 
two-stringed violins, several wind instruments made of bamboo or wood, 
and a series of long drums played with big sticks or fingers. 

There seems to be music to accompany a 11 celebrations and 
festivals. And there is a type of musical band for each occasion. 
The 11Bassac11 theater is accompanied by several saxophones, a trumpet, 
a -.trombone, a western drum set, a guitar and one or two Khmer 
instruments.· A similar band is used in funeral processions in urban 
areas. Traditional orchestras are common at even the village level. 
These amateur bands are most 1 y composed of typical Cambodian 
instruments: several two-stringed violins, a flute, a small drum, a 
western banjo or rnandol in and a guitar. Fami 1 ies or neighbors may 
perform impromptu private concerts after dinner. This type of concert 
always entertains the whole village population at wedding ceremonies 
in the country side, whereas western style bands entertain the ones in 
urban areas. 
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Cambodian music is often not appreciated by westerners, and 
western music usually is unpleasant to Cambodians except for Latin 
American beats which are close to the Khmer folk rhythms. The 
Cambodian musical scale has five tones compared to seven ir. the 
western scale. Orchestral music has no harmony in the technical 
musical sense. The melodies are usually simple. The musicians do not 
use a score but f o 11 ow the lead of one instrument played by the group 
leader. Each player can improvise as much as he chooses. The rhythm 
usually is a mere two-beat which is not so fast and not so slow. 

A. PIN PEAD ORCHESTRA:

Skors 
Chop Choeng 

Sampo Raneat Dek (steel xylophone) 

4J l nn __ n -�) 
Sralai (flute) 

32 











Chapter IX 

LITERATURE 

- PERFORMING ARTS

- CRAFTS

LITERATURE 

Roots of Khmer literature can be traced further back in time than 
those of many other Southeast Asian countries. Although composed in 
Sanskrit, the script was transcribed in Khmer letters and dated back 
to the second or third century A.O. Most Khmer literature was written 
on materials highly vulnerable to damage by climate, insects and 
occupying enemy forces. 

The literature and the script owe much to Indic sources. The most 
important masterpiece. translated from Pali was the entire series of 
Tripitaka, the basic document of Theravada Buddhism. The document had 
never been translated in full from Pali into any other language. This 
achievement was made under the leadership of the late Buddhist 
patriarch Chuon Nath, who was directly involved for some forty years 
in the work. The extensive translation was bound into 110 volumes of 
up to 900 pages each. 

Another remarkable work was the publication of the Cambodian 
version of the Ramayana, a great epic of Hindu literature. The effort 
was sponsored by the Buddhist Institute in Phnom Penh. Ancient 
writings, especially the Buddhist holy scripture, were produced, 
handled and studied by monks only. 

Differences between spoken and written Cambodian prose are 
substantial; the literary forms use archaisms and words borrowed from 
Sanskrit and Pali. These words are not known to the common man. 
Works of technical nature are al so pub l i shed in Cambodian and deal 
with subjects such as divination, astronomy and traditional medecine. 

Cambodian poetry uses meter, assonance, rhyme ( terminal and 
internal) and al literation. Poetry uses more archaic and foreign 
terms th-an prose. 

French literature was an important syllabus in secondary schools. 
The willingness to abandon the monarchial form of government by the 
Khmer leadership can be attributed to the influence of French 

·. classical literature.

Novels of modern time, written in Cambodian or French (French was 
a 1 so an offtci al language) reflect influences from abroad; but they 
deal mostly with ancient Khmer legends, historical events, love 
stories, and current domestic social matters. Newspapers and 
magazines publish short stories and poems in both Cambodian and 
French. Cambodian writers have their works published by private 
booksellers. The latter pay rather low for the manuscript since paper 
and printing cost high. Moreover, Cambodia is not a nation of 
readers. 

37 



The opportunity for young dedicated writers to obtain an audience 
of reasonable size is quite limited. Outside of journalism, there are 
almost no professional writers in the country. 

PERFORMING ARTS . 

The numerous Apsaras in the bas-reliefs of the ancient temples of 
Angkor give good testimony to the delight that Khmer rulers took in 
the dancing female beauty. The dancers of Angkor royal courts have 
also provided inspiration for the Thai classical dance performed up to 
contemporary days. 

In the old times, the court ballet performed only for the royal 
circle, their guests and occasional tourists gathered at Angkor. 
Since the 195O's, the royal group was also sent on tour to the big 
cities around the world. The troupe also danced on ceremonial 
occasions, both Buddhist and royal. On exceptionally dry farming 
seasons, it would dance at the palace to induce spirits to provide 
rain for the rice crop. 

The University of Fine Arts was established to preserve and 
develop, among others, the Khmer Classical Ballet. 

The cl ass i ca 1 dance was al ways accompanied by an orchestra 
composed of typical Khmer mus i ca 1 instruments ( a 1 ready 1 i sted under 
MUSIC). The ensemble could be doubled to provide greater sound 
effect. There might be some singing, either solo or in group, in the 
classical ballet. The royal dances, as a rule, were not viewed by the 
genera 1 pub 1 i c. 

Dancers of the Bal let Royal wore beautiful, highly decorated 
costumes inc 1 udi ng head-dresses s imi 1 ar to those worn by apsaras of 
Angkor bas-reliefs. Beside the classical dance proper, the royal 
troup also performed dramatic scenes drawn upon the Hindu myths, 
mainly the Ramayana and Buddhist Jataka tales. Dance gestures involve 
gracious hand-works and some body and foot movements. 

Less professional from the artistic point of view , but more 
numerous (several dozens in number), were other dance-drama groups 
cal led Bassak theatrical groups. They were named after a Cambodian 
province from which they originated which is now a part of South 
Vietnam. They also performed dance dramas representing episodes of the 
Ramayana and some Buddhist tales as we 11 as the more popu 1 ar 
indigenous legends, modern romances and satires. These groups showed 
influences from both India and China; and they performed only in _the
larger cities where large audiences helped keep the business al1ve. 
Performers were accorded very low pay and often had a side job. 

The yi ke, a more rura 1 and 1 ess e 1 aborate dance d:ama form
originating in Siemreap, showed a different style and settrng. Such
folkloric groups, generally maintained by amateurs pe�formed_for
country side audience at local festivities. The accompanyrng mus1cal 
group consisted of sever a 1 1 arge sha 11 ow drums and one or two two­
stringed violins. 
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All three forms of dance drama were subject matters taught at the 

university of Fine Arts. Other subjects offered at this institution 
were folk dances, western ballet, acting, television show and movie 
making. Plays from Shakespeare, Moliere and Cornei 1 le were highly 
praised by the educated few. Contemporary acting, movies and TV were 
relatively recent and_showed limited success. The Fine Arts group 
frequently presented programs of music, dancing and plays on national 
television and radio •. 

Lively, rhythmic and colorful folk dances performed on stage by 
groups of skillful boys and girls were quite attractive for all types 
of audience. Among the most popular ones are the coconut dance, the 
fishing dance, and the Krap dance. The Ramvong (or circle dance) is a 
very popular one practiced by the majority of the rural population and 
is danced for a month or more as a part of the New Year celebration. 
Groups of mixed coup l1?s posture gracef u 11 y with their hands wh i 1 e 
stepping flirtatiously near their partners without touching each 
other. The Ramvong, also cal led "Lamthon", is primarily for non­
professionals. 

CRAFTS. 

Before and mostly during the nineteenth century, artistic luxury 
objects were provided to the numerous members of royalty and the 
wealthy classes by Khmer artisans employed for the purpos� Silver 
and gold work was of very high quality. Jewelry pieces and little 
boxes which held the ingredients for betel-chewing were the most 
remarkable art objects. After the turn of the century, the making of 
these art pieces was abandoned little by little, as betel-chewing 
became less popular among the wealthy classes who also turned to the 
west for luxury items. Many professionals who had been engaged in 
craftmanship turned to agriculture for a living. A survey made toward 
the end of World War I showed that artisans numbered only over one 
hundred, and most no longer practiced their crafts. 

The French administration undertook to save the crafts. It 
assembled craftsmen at the School of Fine Arts which was originally 
established for the revival and the preservation of Khmer crafts. 
They were .emp 1 oyed as instructors to teach young craftsmen-trainees. 
The French took care not to interfere in the traditional  
apprenticeship system. A new generation of Khmer craftsmen was thus 
formed, but the result was rather uninspiring. Ancient themes were 
meticulously repeated and the target group was solely the tourists. 
Cambodian clientele was quite small since only a few could afford the 
products. Most craftsmen worked on copying standard items made by 
others and rarely added their own individual touches. The craftsmen 
generally enjoyed little social prestige. 

The most practiced crafts included the working of silver and gold, 
the making of jewelry, the scu 1 pture of ebony and other hard-woods, 
a�d stone carving. The objects became more and more functional: 
cigarette boxes, sugar and cream sets, make-up sets, flower pots, 
trophies, si 1 ver wares, letter-opener, etcetera. Designs were 
generally based on figures and floral patterns borrowed from the 
Angkor style. 
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Local pottery making showed very little artistic design. Some 
other objects -were most 1 y decorated; among these were mus; ca 1 
instruments, oxcarts, the pirogues (racing canoes), rice-harvesting 
sick 1 es, and so forth. 

Among the folk arts, Cambodians took special pride in the making 
of silk items: the hol, the phamuong, the sarong and the scarf. Silk 
thread was produced by a kind of worm. Dying involved the use of 
native vegetab 1 e ingredients. Each piece of ho l to be used for one 
Cambodian sampot was dyed and woven separately by hand so that no two 
garments were quite the same. Any one piece of those costumes would 
take several months to finish. The highly designed items were worn on 
special occasions only and were unaffordable for the poor majority. 
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Chapter X 

IMPORTANT KHMER CEREMONIES 

There exist many ceremonies celebrated by Cambodian families and 
comnunities. The two most remarkable ones continue to be the wedding 
ceremony and the funeral. 

A WEDDING CEREMONY. 

Preparations may take place several days before the actual wedding 
day (s). A wooden or steel frame is put in place on the front yard or 
on the street to support p canopy to serve as protection against the 
sun and rain. The whole setting is decorated with bright colors, 
lighting, palm leaves, etcetera. 

On the morning of the first day comes the wedding procession. 
Dozens of participants carry trays of gifts from the bridegroom to the 
bride's family: jars and boxes of cookies and candies, fresh and 
canned fruits of all sorts, clothings, jewelry, meats, etcetera. 
carefully wrapped in bright colored eel lophane. 

Around nine o'clock in the morning, after the procession arrives 
at the bride's house, the ritual presentation of gifts begins. The 
interested parties, including the bride and bridegroom, are introduced 
to guests. There is an exchange of jewelry, not necessarily rings. A 
traditional musical band plays on while breakfast is served to guests 
along with the cookies and fruits just brought in. 

The whole wedding ceremony is a series of ritual ceremonies namely 
Kat saak, saut man, ptim with bangv il popil, l auk kante 1, toang sbay, 
bok leak, psam damnek. Many of these rituals are of Hinduist 
"'fnrluence whereas others are of Buddhist influence. Bok leak and kat 
s aak are meant to rid the young coup 1 e of shortcomings ancioad 1 iicK 
anato give them blessings for a happy life. At kat saak(= to have a 
hair cut), the bride and bridegroom dressed in their best traditional 
attire, much like the ones worn by Kings and Queens, sit in front of a 
decorated table. Respected couples, oftentimes relatives of either 
family, are invited to give the young couple a symbolic dash of hair 
cutting and combing to be fol lowed by some perfume. All this is 
accompanied by the traditional music group's playing the 11hair-cut11 

song._ .The symbolism is quite clear ; long and undesirable hair is cut 
away so as to give the couple a new and clean hairdo; unfortunate 
things are t}lus removed by cleansing their minds so they can 1 ive a 
happy married life. 

Saut mon, or prayer chanting, is nothing more than a religious 
ceremony. Five Buddhist monks are invited in to give the blessing. 
The bride, still dressed in gorgeous gold brocade and golden jewelry, 
appears once more from her room. The achar, the layman priest, acting 
as master of ceremony for the whole wedding, guides the audience in 
Buddhist chanting. The monks answer by reciting prayers at some 
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length. All is designed to wash away the bad luck and to prepa new episode for the new couple. re t� 

At sun set a l l the d i n i n g tab l es are ready to rec e i v e 9 u Several hundred guests are invited for the banquet. The brid:n�. 
bridegroom stand at the gate to greet the arriving guests who wil 1

4�d 
seated by groups of ten. A full course of dinner is then served it' by item. Families and guests may go to a big restaurant for th banquet. However, cooks may be hi red for the day to prepare the bi(!dinner for everybody at the bride's house. A temporary outdoor kitcheg is set up in the yard nearby to help them make the good food. n 

The banquet is entertained by an amateur western - type musical 
band playing old and new tunes with Cambodian or Latin beats. After 
about an hour of eating and drinking, the young couple, accompanied by 
well-dressed friends, goes around the tables to offer and light 
cigarettes for guests. This would be a last presentation of the bride 
and bridegroom to the invitees; at the same time they receive 
blessings from friends and relatives. Wedding gifts are mainly in 
the form of money so as to help cover the overall cost of the big 
feast. There will be music and dancing until dusk. 

At three or four o'clock in the morning of the next day comes the
ptim meaning sit down in pair to pray. The achar asks that all 
divinities and all departed ancestors of the two families come and 
give blessings to the couple. For each appearance, the new couple 
dresses differently and always beautifully. 

Honeymooning is celebrated there at the bride's house with more
rites during the evening of the second day. 

Any wedding ceremony in Cambodia is a time and energy consuming 
venture which costs a lot of money. It should be the most significant 
and joyful moment of anyone's life. 

DEATH AND FUNERALS. 

Days or hours before a person passes away, his room is redecorated 
so as to be surrounded by white curtains and religious paintings 
normally representing Buddha. Just before the final moment, an� 
or priest is invited to assist the process. The last three words a 
dying person should utter, whenever possible, are "Buddha, D�arma, 
Sangha" meaning "Buddha, His Teaching and the Clergy". By doing so 
the soul would be saved from Inferno. 

Before the body becomes stiff, family members give the dead person 
a bath, new clothes and insert a coin in his mouth. this is intended 
for those left behind. It spells out the fact that at death none of 
the fortune can be brought along, not even a penny. The head of the 
dead is directed toward the West. During the funeral procession the 
body is carried feet first. It must be carried horizontally at al_ltimes. The trip to the cremation place may be several miles long; it 
is done on foot or in cars. When the departed is a respected person, 
the funeral includes several hundred mourners and s€veral musical
bands. 
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The ceremony itself can last from one to seven days, depending on 
the wealth of the family, because guests from afar are fed three meals 

a day. The 1 i ght i ng of the crematory furnace is done by a member of 
the family. However, tradition is also shifting toward giving this 
honor to a respected person of the community. 

After cremation, family members gather the remaining ashes to be
washed in coconut juice and kept in an urn to be pl aced in a stupa at
a pagoda. The f ami 1 y goes to the stupa to worship the dead at least
once a year. The oldest son or daughter generally leads in the
worshiping.

A remembrance ceremony is celebrated by the family at the seventh 
day after a person is dead, at the hundredth day, and every one year 
period. 

,. 

Families with Chinese influence have their dead buried rather than 
cremated. There is one day of the year on which f ami 1 i es go to the 
tomb to celebrate for the dead. There is a food offering and praying 
next to the tomb. Members of the f ami 1 y wish that the dead be happy 
and that he takes care of the living persons. 
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Chapter XI 

KHMER HOLIDAYS AND FESTIVALS 

Ho 1 i days of al� sorts wer� treasure�. The people have an acute sense of the dramatic, and their celebrations abounded with costumes 
light, floats and parades. Singing is very popular, music and dancing 
are enjoyed, and fireworks remain a feature of every festival. 
Festive occasions are closely related to the Buddhist religion and the 
temple itself was often the scene of feasts and theatrical 
performances. 

There is one festival in which the vast majority of Cambodians 
takes part: the New Year. According to Cambodian tradition, April is 
the first month of the year. The ritual New Year lasts for three 
days, normally from 13th through 15th of April. The actual date and 
time {up to the minute) are determined by an astrologer who calculates 
the exact moment when the new Thevada arrives to replace the out-going 
one. The Thevada has the responsibility .of looking after the wel 1-
being of mankind. While getting ready to welcome the new deity, most 
people spent their time in cleaning and decorating their home so as to 
ban evil spirits and disaster. Small altars holding a pot of flowers, 
some candle-sticks, and incenses dedicated to the New Thevada are 
placed in front of each house. Cambodians in the United States 
continue to celebrate the New Year but are not able to celebrate it

exactly as they did in Cambodia. The next paragraphs describe the New 
Year as it was celebrated in Cambodia. 

The first day of the New Year is ca 11 ed Sangkran �- Severa 1 
minutes before the Thevada "came down", candles and incenses were 1 it

up and family members come to the altar and made their wishes. 

In the second day ca 11 ed V annabad �, people built sma. l l sand
mounds inside the pagoda and prayed for prosperi�y and happiness as
numerous as the sand particles. 

The third day is cal led Laeung Sak�- On this day people, old 
and young, gathered at the temple to wash the statues of Buddha. They 
also bathed their parents and grand-parents to show gratitude to_ them. 
In doing so, they would gain more merits for themselves. On th1? day 
also, civil servants of higher ranks, wearing their best na�1ona} dress, went to the Royal Palace to pay respects to the King 0 

Cambod; a. In return, the dedicated government employees were 
promoted; this is the meaning of Laeung Sak. 

In the country side, folks played and danced.•for up to one full 
month. The traditional and popular games and dances during the New
Year Celebration included Ramvong, folk theater and Yike in the 

d
open

air, Chol Chhoung, Bah Angkonh, Teanh Proat, Trot, Bach Tue, mo ern
type parties and dancing, etcetera. 

The New Year is the time to pray and to plan for a better new life 
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during the up-coming year. It was also a time to pay visits to

relatives and friends; the people could since work was at its lowest 

as rice harvest was done and schools were in sunmer recess.

There were three official Buddhist holidays. Two were of two 

days' duration but involved only a half-day's release from work each
day. The first of the series, occurring in January or February, was 
Meak Bochia, wich commemorated the last sermon of the Buddha. The 
second was Pisakh Bochia, in April or May; it was the triple 
anniversary of Buddha's birth, enlightenment and entry into Nirvana. 

The remaining official Buddhist ceremony, held in September or 
October, was Prachum Ben, which lasted for three days. At this time, 
offerings were made to the monks for the benefit of the dead. In 
addition to these formally designated national religious holidays, 
there was the season of the Kathen, in October and November. During 
the season, each monastery received at least one Kathen. On the day 
set, v il lagers bearing gifts to the monks and the pagoda joined in a 
procession. 

Secular holidays were determined by the Christian Calendar ar.d 
were full holidays for nationals as well as foreigners. For 1972, 
these holidays included Labor Day on May 1, National Day on October 9, 
United Nations Day on October 24, Independence Day on November 9, and 
Western New Year on January 1. 

There were days of spec i a 1 occasion, such as the arr iv a 1 of the 
President of a friendly or important nation, which were designated 
official holidays. 

Among the most important festivals during the "sixties" which were 
presided over by the Chief of State were the P 1 owing of the Sacred 
Furrow, which occurred in May at the beginning of the rainy season, 
and the Water Festival, which celebrated the reversal of the current 
in the Tonle Sap River. The Water Festival occurred in October or 
November. Both of these festivals were eliminated after 1970. 

Official holidays were numerous. Those based on Lunar calendar 
varied somewhat from year to year in terms of Western calendar. 

The Department of Labor and Social Action published lists of 
holidays applicable to workers in the private sector; the Council of 
Ministers published lists of holidays for government offices. These 
official holidays were granted with full pay to civil servants and 
employees of private and mixed industries. 

One of the most colorful festivals was the Chinese New Year. The 
celebration lasted for four days in the last of January or beginning 
of February, but preparations began weeks in advance. Most shops 
closed down for the occasion. Children were given all kinds of gifts, 
toys, and noisemakers such as firecrackers; they put on their new 
clothes and made every opportunity to have fun. The most exciting 
moments would be watching the "Dragon Dance". A 1 arge paper dragon 
was activated by several boys and fol lowed by a group of drurrrners and 
musicians. The Dragon would dance in the front of each house which 
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· was willing to pay some fees. It was believed that good luck was thus
brought in the house. Other parades march down the streets with
altars of deities, ma gicians, colorful costumes, animals flowers,
gongs, and drums; al  1 chased out the demons of the past year and
welcomed the good spirit of the new.

The happy and cheerful nature of the Cambodian people is well 
reflected in the way they celebrated their festivals and holidays. 
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Chapter XII 

RECREATION AND LEISURE 

Fol lowing are des�riptions of some games played by Cambodian 
adults and children. 

I. CHHUONG

CHHUONG is played with a scarf rolled up to make a bal 1. The 
scarf bal 1 is tossed back and forth between two teams - girls' team 
and boys' team. Losers are to sing a song or to give the winners a 
piggy-back ride, and the like. 

I I. SEI. 

Sei is one of the most popular game among the Cambodian people. 
"Sei" refers to that object used for kicking or hitting. The word 
a'Tso refers to the game itse 1 f. The object of the game is to try to 
keep the Sei in the air as long as possible. Besides a lot of 
practice, agood player must have a high degree of concentration, a 
perfect body balance and coordination, speed, alertness and endurance. 

One type of Sei is made out of feathers and large, dry fish 
scales. Cardboard or leather may the substituted for the latter. The 
final shape of such Sei is close to that of a bird or shuttlecock used 
in badminton. Another type of Sei is made of palm leaf-stalk woven 
into a hollow round ball. 

-

Children learning to play the game may Just hit the object with 
their palms, whereas adults kick it with their feet. A typical party 
may consist of 4 to 8 persons standing in circle, about 4 to 6 feet 
from each other and facing inside. One player starts by tossing the 
Sei to a p.layer on the opposite side. The player to whom the Sei is 
tossed kicks it to another player of his choice. There is a lot of 
fun and 1 aughter during each game. Good p 1 ayers can keep the Sei in 
the air for several minutes each time. Any part of the body, sucn as 
forehead, shouder, chest, knee, etcetera, can be used except the hand 
in an adult team. The player who lets the Sei hit the ground or be 
"dead" must be pen a 1 i zed in some way such as having a 11 other p 1 ayers 
pinch his nose. 

III. LEAK KANSAENG.

Leak Kansaeng, meaning scarf hiding, is a game played by Cambodian 
children. It was popular in the countryside and played mostly under 
the moonlight. The purpose of the game is to teach the children to be 
alert and aware of their surroundings. The only object needed is a 
piece of cloth or a scarf: th Kansaeng� 

To play the game, a group of children sit in a circle facing 
inside. A child is chosen to be the runner who goes around the 
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circle. He then drops the scarf behind one of the seated children and 
continue to run around the circle. The child having the scarf behind 
him will pick it up and start to chase the runner. The runner is 
"out" if he is caught before reaching the place vacated by the chaser. 
On the other hand, when the runner succeeds in arriving at the vacated 
spot before getting tapped from bel:lind, the chaser himself is "out 11
and becomes the new runner. 

In case the child behind whom the scarf is hidden does not know it 
is there, the runner will make the round and tap the child on the 
back. That makes the 1 atter one "out" and means he must be the next 
runner. 

During the runner's trip around the circle, every body sings the 
Leak Kansaeng song. 

IV. ANGKUNH.

Angkunh is a hard, brown nut with a roundish and rather flat shape 
which measures about 2 to 3 inches across. The game played by the 
Cambodian people using this nut is also cal led Angkunh. 

The game can be played by two or more players, young or adult. 
Participants can be divided into a male and a female team. Each team 
should have five to fifteen nuts. At the start of a game, five nuts 
considered as targets are arranged is such a way that four occupy the 
corners of a square with one in the middle. The playing team should 
stand about fifteen feet from the target area. Each pl ayer shou 1 d try 
to score by rol 1 ing his/her nut toward the target nuts. A point is 
scored when a target nut is hit in this manner. A set of a game is 
either over for any one team which has used up all the nuts to be 
rolled or when the center target nut is hit. Points are then added up 
and the score recorded. Then comes the time for the other team to 
repeat the same thing. The team or player scoring the most points 
after both teams have finished is the winner, of course. Depending on 
pre-arranged agreements, the nuts can be ro 11 ed over by hand or by 
foot. 

For best results, Angkunh should be played on relatively smooth 
surfaces. This game is even more popular during the New Year season, 
when children and adults play at length for up to several months in 
public places such as pagoda play grounds. 

Defeated p 1 ayers may get pinched on the nose or hit on the knee 
with the nut by the winning team depending on the agreements. 

V. REK

Rek is a war game that started about the se'cond century and is 
very popular among the Cambodian people. This game consists of a_ 8 x
8 square game board and two armies made up of 1 king and 15 sold�ers 
each. Two or more persons can p 1 ay on each side, but on 1 y one P 1 ece 
can be moved at a time. The object of this game is to capture the 
opposing king by strategically moving the pieces. 
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To start the game the· soldiers and king are arranged as follows: 

s s s s s s s s 

IC s s s s s s s 

.,. 

s s s s s s s IC 

s s s s s s s s 

One side wi 11 start the game by moving a piece forward. A piece 
may be moved as many spaces as there are vacant. The movement of the 
pieces can only be in a horizontal or vertical direction and not in a 
diagonal direction. (see arrows below) There is no jumping of any 
piece on the board. 

I
< >-

XHORIZONTAL VERTlCAL DIAGONAL 

There are two ways to capture the enemy: 

1. By placing one of your pieces between two opposing pieces.

2. By surrounding one or more pieces so your opponent can not make
. another move.

VI. TEANH-PREAT (Tug-of-War) is the game played with a snake. It
is not a rea 1 snake, of course, but several strands of rope p 1 a ited 
like a snake. 

The snake is one of the gods in the Khmer mythology, and if one 
has ever visited the temple of Angkor Wat, one wi 11 find this snake 
carved in the stone at all the bas-relief along the wal 1 of Angkor Wat 
which was bui1t in the first half of the 12th century. 

a) The players stand around and choose the captains of their
teams. Teams can be mixed males and females. They can be one
of males and one of females.

b) The snake is stretched out straight on the ground with equal
amounts on either side of a line.

c) The teams take up their positions facing each other on either
side of the 1 ine

d) The referee's whistle is in his mouth, and as soon as both
sides are ready, the tussle will begin.

e) The team wins which pulls the first person or/the other team
across the line.
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VII. EXAMPLE OF LEISURE READING: THE WOLF.

Once upon a time, a wolf started the day by looking for some prey 
and finally arrived at a muddy pond with a lot of fish and crayfish. 
The wolf thought that was his lucky day since he caught many crayfish 
in no time at al 1. 

A crayfish to 1 d the wo 1 f: 11 We will be your food for today but we 
won't taste any good as we are all covered with mud. It would be 
better for you to clean us first by bringing us to a clear water 
pond." 

1
1 How can I bring all of you?", the wolf asked. 

The crayfish answered: "You have to 1 ie  down in the water· and we 
wi 11 grab onto your hair. This way you can bring us al 1 in not many 
trips". 

The greedy wolf fol lowed the advice of the crayfish and made 
several trips back and forth, until all the fish, crayfish, and crabs 
were in the clear water. 

When the fish, crayfish, and crabs knew that all their friends and 
relatives were finally brought to the clear water, all of them dived 
to the safety of the deep water. The wolf watched all of them 
disappear into the deep water and this made him very angry. The angry 
wolf persuaded all of the large animals, like the tiger, the elephant, 
the rhinoceros, etc., to help drain the lake so that he could get the 
fish, crayfish, and crabs. The pythons served as dikes and the other 
animals preceded to drain the water. 

The animals in the water gathered with fear that the wolf would 
get them all when the water got low enough. 

A fish said: "I know that a rabbit has saved many from death and 
danger. I will go and find him and ask for help."_ The fish slipped 
away one night and searched for the rabbit. Finally, the fish met the 
rabbit. 

- "Where are you going?" asked the rabbit.

- "I am g 1 ad to see you. You are admired throughout the forests
for your intel legence, kindness, and shrewdness. It is al so
said that you wil 1 help those that are in trouble," replied the
fish.

- "What is your problem?" asked the rabbit.

- "All the large animals and birds are trying to drain the lake
so the angry wolf can eat all of my friends that are hiding at
the bottom of the lake. If you can help us we will be very
grateful to you and we wi 11 never forget your kindness,"
replied the fish.
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The rabbit thought for a while and then told the fish: "Go back to 
your friends and tell them I will do my best to help." 

After returning to the lake, the fish told the others and they 
were all delighted and relieved. 

The next morning� the rabbit arrived and stood watching the large 
animals and birds drain the water from the lake. The rabbit had 
brought a leaf that-was eaten by worms and showed it to the large 
animals. 

Then the rabbit shouted: "Look, everyone! this is a message from 
the God King. The God King has said that he is coming to this world 
to cut the wings of eagles, the beaks of cranes, to chop the heads of 
wolves and pull the tusks of the elephants." 

After hearing these threatening words a 11 the 1 arger animals and 
birds ran into the forest._ In the cu:ifusion, some animals were 
stepped on and others that could not escape were drowned and became 
food for the fish and crayfish in the lake. 

From then on, a 11 the anima 1 s respected and regarded the rabbi ts 
as scholars. 

Cambodian Proverbs: 

"Death or survival depends on the tongue." 

"One who can turn the tongue can turn the world." 
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APPENDIX 

CAMBODIAN NEW YEAR 

Unlike the Chinese or the European New Years, Cambodian New Year's 
Day occurs on April 13th or sometimes on April 14th each year. 

According to various documents and ancient stories, the Cambodians 
have had two types of calendars: the lunar and the solar. 

MONTH NAME 

1. Miggage

2. Boss

3. Mi ak

4. Phalkun

5. Che tr

6. Pisakh

7. Ches*

8. Asadh

9. . Srap

10. Phatrabod

11. Assoch

12. Kaddik

SYMBOL 

(deer) 

(crab) 

(monkey) 

(ox) 

(tiger) 

THE LUNAR 

29 days 

30 days 

29 days 

30 days 

29 days 

(buffalo) 30 days 

November - December

December - January

January - February

February - March

March - April

April - May

(goat) 

(lion) 

(Flower) 

(rhino) 

(horse) 

29 or 30 days May - June

30 days 

29 days 

30 days 

29 days 

(chicken) 30 days 

June 

July 

August 

- July

- August

- September

September - October

October - November

The lunar year, which has twelve months, has only 354 days. 

THE SOLAR 

The solar year has 12 months and 365 days, or sometimes 366 days: 

MONTH NAME 

1. Mesa

2. Usaphia

SYMBOL 

(sheep or goat) 

(ox) 

30 days 

31 days 

April 

May 

-----
----------------------------------------------------------------

* The year that ooe day is added during the month of Ches has 355
days.
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1. The first day (Sankrant Day) is the day of entry into New Year.

2. The second day (Vanabad Day) is the middle day which divides
the old year and the new year.

3. The third day (Thngai-loeung-sak) is the day to which a new era
is added.

During the first day of the New Year in particular, the Khmers 
solemnly receive the new Devada who has the responsibility of looking 
after the wel 1-being of mankind for a year. 

Religion has a deep root in the Khmer traditio·nal society not only 
on the artistic and cultural life but it also shaped the personality 
and the mentality of the Khmer people entirely. The pagoda, the 
supreme and sacred place of Buddhism, is considered the pillar of the 
Khmer society. Everybody spends one's life all around it. The Khmer 
pagoda is the best example of a social, medical, spiritual and 
artistic center of the Khmer people. All private or socio-economic 
problems in the corrmunity usually find their satisfactory solution in 
the pagoda. Therefore, during a three-day New Year celebration, the 
Khmers go to the pagoda bringing food and some offering to the 
Buddhist monks. They request that the monks recite and preach the 
Buddha's doctrines. They, especially on the third day of the New 
Year, give an annual bath not only to Buddha statues, but also to the 
monks, the elderly people and the teachers. The monks are invited to 
chant the Dhamma in order to consecrate good deeds to the dead. 

In addition, they offer some presents such as clothes, victual and 
money to people who are highly respected such as parents,  
grandparents, or elderly people. Charity in this manner is also given 
to the poor during the New Year time. 

D1Jring the Khmer New Year's holidays, some people like to pay a 
visit to historical places such as the temples of Angkor Wat, Angkor 
Thom, etcetera. while others prefer to visit their relatives. In the 
countrys; de, people wa 1 k f ram one vi 11 age to anot�er in order to pl ay 
games, to watch dances or to dance themselves. Numerous popular games 
are played throughout the whole country. 
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