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The present volume is a response to a growing sense of the need and potential for breaking 

down the national barriers which have long defined the bulk of art historical and archaeological 

research on Cambodia’s Post-Angkorian or Middle Period (for our initial purposes here, dating 

from the 13th-18th c.), and for energizing the interpretive dimensions of this area of study in 

methodological and theoretical terms. While the significant strides made,  largely in empirical 

terms, in the fields of Middle Cambodian art history and archaeology in the past two decades 

are matched by those, largely in interpretive terms, in Theravādin Buddhist Studies, little 

dialogue exists between these two bodies of scholarship. The one group has been homing in on 

Cambodia as the other has sought to conceive the commonalities of a cosmopolitan religion 

anchored in very local realities differing over space and time; the one has focused on refining 

understandings of chronological historical developments in Cambodia, while the other has 

sought to sound the imaginaires borne by Theravāda Buddhism more broadly.  Conceptual 

innovations in the field of Middle Cambodian history seeking precisely to account for the 

preponderant role of Buddhist imaginaires in the historical developments after Angkor have 

furthermore remained largely beyond the purview of both of these groups. 

Emblematic of the progress in Buddhist Studies is a 2012 essay by Sven Bretfeld, “Resonant 

paradigms in the study of religions and the emergence of Theravāda Buddhism”.1  In this piece, 

Bretfeld advances a sonic metaphor to encapsulate his complex reading of the “emergence of 
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Theravāda Buddhism” in the 19th-20th centuries through the contact developed between 

Orientalist research and contemporary transformations in the Buddhist world of Sri Lanka.  

“The stress of this approach”, he writes, “lies on the relational  notion of religion, which could 

be described metaphorically as a polyphone ‘concert’ of different agencies,  interests, ideas and 

power relations. Religion ‘sounds’ different depending on who speaks about or for it, and 

depending on who  is observing and who is  observed. Nevertheless, all these voices are 

interrelated and ‘resonate’ each other.  Focusing on resonances, the religious field can be 

analyzed as a polymorph, dynamic formation emerging from the effects of contact”. With this 

approach, furthered in other publications detailing the work of intra-Buddhist relations in 

earlier historical moments as these laid the ground for this modern “emergence of Theravāda 

Buddhism”, Bretfeld acknowledges the necessity and insights of postcolonial critique of the 

study of “religion” while striving to overcome its critical pitfalls. There is not one single origin of 

Theravāda Buddhism – be it in the veritable words of the Buddha as some Buddhist texts 

suggest, or in those of the Orientalist as suggested by some postcolonial critics; instead in 

Bretfeld’s words we hear the term “emergence” chiming with the paradigm of “resonance” to 

encourage us to tune our ears to the “concert” that is Theravāda Buddhism. 

A preliminary title of the present volume, The Emergence of Theravāda Buddhism in Cambodia: 

Perspectives from the History of Art and Archaeology, echoed such concerns. This title was 

however ultimately overridden by other concerns emerging from the specificity of the project 

on early Middle Period Cambodia, probing in particular 12th-14th-century developments. The 

Emergence of Theravāda Buddhism in Cambodia came to suggest to my ears an awkward, 

imprecise premise that the two substantives – Theravāda and Cambodia – could be separated, 



 

 

with the dynamic, polyphonous emergence of the one (Theravāda) set against the backdrop of 

the other singular, static, defined entity of the other (Cambodia). In modifying the title to Early 

Theravādin Cambodia: Perspectives from the History of Art and Archaeology, I have sought to 

signal something more on the order of a co-emergence, to affirm the integral role of Theravāda 

in defining the Cambodian state after Angkor, and to suggest that just as Theravāda was making 

Cambodia so was Cambodia making Theravāda. Yet another alternative title to our volume 

could have been thus Early Cambodian Theravāda: Perspectives from the History of Art and 

Archaeology. 

The pendant to Bretfeld’s work on Theravāda in the field of Cambodian history is for me 

Grégory Mikaelian’s 2012 “Des sources lacunaires de l’histoire à l’histoire complexifiée des 

sources. Éléments pour une histoire des renaissances khmères (c. XIV-c. XVIIIe s.)” [From 

lacunary sources of history to the complicated history of sources. Elements for a history of 

Khmer renaissances (c. XIVth - c. XVIIIth centuries.)].2 In this essay, Mikaelian throws down the 

gauntlet to his peers and successors, challenging us to transcend the tired colonially-riveted 

view of Cambodia’s “decline” after Angkor purportedly reflected at once in the relative dearth 

of historical sources and the self-effacing piety of Theravāda Buddhism. Mikaelian’s complaint 

that colonial scholars, like those mimicking them in their wake, have seen nothing but the 

absence of historical sources after Angkor resonates with Bretfeld’s subtle corrective to 

conclusions drawn from the postcolonial revelation that the term “religion” and its –isms have 

no term-for-term equivalent in many non-Western contexts in which the said “religions” have 

been expounded upon for centuries by Western scholars. The two authors point up the same 

methodological misstep in which scholars seek mirror images of Euro-American constructs in 



 

 

their non-Euro-American objects of study. Some have sought and purported to have found 

“exact matches of the contingent concepts fashioned in specific European discourse”3; others 

seeking and not finding any such match have refashioned the formers’ purported discovery as 

mere invention. In what I would like to call a decolonising approach whereby we seek the 

multiple disparate agencies participating in the construction of any historical matrix – which is 

never short of interpretation, Bretfeld sees neither the presence nor the absence of 

“Buddhism” in premodern Sri Lanka; rather he sees how “the ‘isms’ of Religious and Buddhist 

Studies resonate reificated conceptualizations of the Teaching of the Buddha that have already 

been used for centuries in Sri Lankan differentiations that singled out specific material, 

cognitive, pragmatic and experiential spheres of social and individual life, as well as condensed 

them in a conceptual design that we can render as ‘Buddhism’…”.4 Likewise, Mikaelian’s 

critique does not aim to demonstrate the absence or the presence of Middle Cambodian 

historical sources per se. Instead, he advocates probing material and textual cultures as forms 

of historical source embodying local conceptualisations of history and realisations thereof. For 

Mikaelian these barely tapped sources for understanding Cambodian history after Angkor are 

intimately linked to court and religious centres and are themselves contingent upon Buddhist 

perceptions of cyclical rebirth – the renaissances of his title. They are the inland heart whose 

beat set the historical rhythms of a Cambodia evolving integrally with the Southeast Asian 

region in what came to be known as the age of commerce. To hear the resonance of these 

sources with the accounts of Chinese chronicles or Portuguese missionaries, or even with Euro-

American “history” derived from or mirrored in modern Cambodian chronicles…, one must be 

able to hear them, first, on their own Buddhist terms. 



 

 

The present volume aims to go some way towards achieving this interpretive goal, and to 

provide others with materials and pathways for going further. In the following I will explore the 

terms of our title in further detail before presenting each of the volume’s essays with an eye on 

ways in which art historical and archaeological work can contribute to these broader 

conversations in Buddhist Studies and Southeast Asian History while also evolving themselves 

through the contact. 

 

˂h1˃ “Theravāda” 

What is it that scholars have for so long and often blithely called “Theravāda” Buddhism? What 

is it, specifically, in Cambodia after Angkor, the ninth-thirteenth-century Khmer polity 

dominated by Hindu religio-political expression and which dominated mainland Southeast Asia 

in its time? What are its sources? Its ingredients? How did it shape the land and the people – 

physically, socially and conceptually? And how was Theravāda shaped by them? The work 

presented here reinforces contemporary Buddhist Studies scholars’ questioning of the salience 

of the term “Theravāda” to characterise apparently dominant religious practices across 

mainland Southeast Asia in the second millennium. The revolution in Buddhist Studies has been 

anchored in textual analyses producing fresh insight into the modern shaping of a general usage 

of the term itself contrasted with specific and limited usage in the relevant historical textual 

records, and a concomitant frustration with the persistent assimilation of the two related but 

distinct historical groupings of “Theravāda” and “Hinayāna” in defining contrast with 

“Mahāyāna”; the authors in this volume,  on the other hand, take to the ground, revealing the 



 

 

ways in which material evidence can attest to a specific cultural complex bearing the hallmarks 

of Theravāda without however reinforcing the essentialist stereotypes by which the latter has 

come to be defined. 

The volume is effectively a modest and circumscribed sequel to the seminal 2012 collective 

volume How Theravāda is Theravāda?, a title which itself boldly pursued the lead of Prapod 

Assavavirulhakarn in his 2010 The Ascendancy of Theravāda Buddhism in Southeast Asia.5 Both 

publications prompt readers from the outset to consider the interpretive balancing act required 

to convey the context in question with adequate nuance. Readers will immediately note the 

unbalanced treatment of the term “Theravāda” in Assavavirulhakarn’s monograph: the 

straightforward usage of the volume’s title is retracted on opening in its Table of Contents, with 

the term appearing in scare quotes in the penultimate chapter title: “‘Theravāda Buddhism’ in 

Southeast Asia”. The oxymoronic logic underpinning the title How Theravāda is Theravāda 

forefronts the same challenge. Maintaining the term while interrogating its authority, this title 

posits Theravāda as an undecidable category: it both is and is not. The titles and subtitles in 

question query Theravāda in ontological terms. This is not just a case of correcting past 

inaccurate scholarship. Nor is it reducible to the general conundrum faced by all of us bricoleurs 

as sketched by Derrida in response to Lévi-Strauss: like any other we cannot construct the 

totality of our language and are instead bound to borrowing from “the text of a heritage that is 

more or less coherent or ruined”.6 But insofar as modern scholars of Buddhism are largely 

themselves – and ourselves - responsible for the coining of the term as a blanket cover for a 

range of practices many of which do not readily correspond to the defining criteria which we, 

likewise, have attributed to it…, we are doubly bound: to developing critical awareness of our 



 

 

past and present usage of the term, and to correcting the distortions in interpretation induced 

by more than a century of usage. In privileging close analysis of specific material evidence of 

Theravāda in early Middle Cambodia, the present volume is attentive to this ongoing 

reassessment across the Buddhist Studies field, and means to inform the same in some small 

way. 

A 1997 essay by Peter Skilling entitled “The Advent of Theravāda to Mainland Southeast Asia” is 

a key precursor to these book-length studies.7 In opening, the essay makes a simple but crucial 

point in highlighting the contrast between the distinct development of a historically conscious 

thera-related collective identification in first millennium Sri Lankan Pāli literature and the lack 

of like textual production beyond the island in this period.  The dominant textual evidence of 

what will come to be called Theravāda in first millennium mainland Southeast Asia is instead in 

the Pāli epigraphic record in which Pāli scriptural extracts and commentarial references feature 

extensively, attesting to liturgical practices and doctrinal orientations rather than 

historiographical ones. Both types of writing practice could attest to modes of defining 

affiliation, though the latter, Southeast Asian citational writing, does not convey in any explicit 

way the self-productive institutionalized determination to categorize monastic-institutional 

affiliation evidenced in the Sri Lankan chronicular traditions. Instead of examining usage of the 

term “Theravāda” or other associated appellations, Skilling’s essay compiles and analyzes the 

epigraphic evidence for both the use of the Indic Pāli language and references to the Pāli canon 

and known Pāli extra-canonical works in the first millennium of the Common Era. Noting how 

Buddhist traditions themselves recognized dialect as a defining feature of different schools, Pāli 

and references to Pāli literature are taken as “a strong indication of Theravādin activity in the 



 

 

region”, in fact suggesting the predominance of Theravādin practices in the Irawaddy and Chao 

Phraya river basins from the fifth century CE. The essay comprises a concise and cogent guide 

to Theravāda in the mainland at this time, warning all the while, however, that the affirmation 

of Theravāda is not to be assimilated with affirmation of a monolithic religious society in any 

one place or across the region as a whole. 

The comprehensive sequel to the above-mentioned work treating Theravāda as a 

heterogeneous whole is Kate Crosby’s 2013 Theravāda Buddhism: Continuity, Diversity and 

Identity.8 Crosby’s volume, a monograph-cum-textbook for specialised students, goes a long 

way toward clarifying the unifying factors of Theravāda and highlighting the diversity of practice 

therein. Crosby explicitly distinguishes her approach from that of her contemporaries struggling 

“to untangle the extent to which “Theravāda” is thera-vāda”, highlighting in her formulation 

the lingering concern with linking what we call Theravāda to the authentically ancient “word” 

(vāda) of the “Elders” (thera, the Buddha’s early disciples). Crosby instead stakes her claim to a 

critical subject position amongst those who positively “identify themselves as Theravāda 

Buddhists now and in recent history” as well as their predecessors, “those who contributed to 

the creation and continuity of the forms and manifestations of Buddhism on which ‘Theravāda 

Buddhists’ have been able to draw”.9 The purported shift is a subtle one, privileging exploration 

of the histories and effects of what have come to be known by “Theravādins” as “Theravādin” 

forms while still accounting for the impact of modern academic interpretation. Still, Crosby’s 

“Introduction” reiterates in its own manner Assavavirulhakarn’s varied usage of the term 

“Theravāda;” only with Crosby we begin with the scare quotes and end with their removal.  

Crosby’s first subsection, “Problems with the Definition of ‘Theravāda Buddhism’” is paired, 



 

 

thus, with a closing subsection entitled “Revisiting Conceptions of Theravāda”, a summary of 

advances the book makes in addressing the previously defined problems. 

What, then, is the now abundantly critiqued vision of Theravāda which the present volume 

encounters? At the risk of reducing inordinately the reductive characterisation under fire, this  

vision of “Theravāda” in fundamentally flawed ontological terms is: a form of Buddhist doctrine 

and practice characterised by the use of the cosmopolitan Indic Pāli language to the exclusion 

of Sanskrit, and core reference to the Tipiṭaka (Pāli canon), specifically including what are 

considered early Buddhist texts, the Vinaya (texts setting out the monastic discipline) and the 

Sutta (discourses attributed to the Buddha), as well as a third, later Abhidhamma (systematic 

elaboration of doctrine) section, along with Commentaries on the canon; a privileging of the 

extended life story of the Historical Buddha Sakyamuni; a conservative adherence to the 

Historical Buddha’s own words, and so to an originary, pure form of Buddhism; a monastic 

commitment to personal salvation structuring a fundamentally apolitical orientation of the 

religious order at large and, paradoxically, a democratic opening to ordinary people to 

participate in core practice.  

In the above well established – and now well critiqued – vision of Theravāda, each of the above 

traits is set starkly against the counter-traits defining Theravāda’s supposed other, Mahāyāna 

Buddhism and its offshoot, Vajrayāna: the use of the cosmopolitan Indic Sanskrit language; 

reference to the same first two sections of the early Buddhist canon plus a large body of other 

writings including different Abhidharma texts and evincing an embrace of notions of revelation 

by a Buddha continuing to disseminate teachings from a heavenly realm;10 investment in the 

simultaneous multiplicity of Buddhas and bodhisattvas (Buddhas-to-be) and associated esoteric 



 

 

practices; a monastic commitment to communal salvation underpinning the imbrication of 

religion in politics.11  

Allow me a few comments on the above definitions with reference to both Crosby and the 

focus of the present volume, before directly addressing the other two operative terms of our 

volume title -- Cambodia and periodisation. The thick contextualisation which preoccupies each 

author in this volume in and of itself challenges the characterisation of Theravāda as 

maintaining a privileged relationship with early Indian Buddhism. As Crosby aptly notes, 

Theravāda is “the process and product of over two and a half millennia since the historical 

person referred to as the Buddha began preaching the teachings and institutions from which all 

forms of Buddhism developed”.12   Integral to the ongoing re-evaluation of Theravāda 

Buddhism is an awareness that historically conditioned ideological appeals to maintaining a 

connection to early Buddhism must be distinguished from the connection itself. In art, the 

appeal is perhaps best expressed in an emphasis on representations of the so-called Historical 

Buddha. Of course the connection-cum-divide between the actual and the ideological lies at the 

heart of the long artistic history of representation of the Historical Buddha where the 

factitiousness of representation itself is perpetually challenged and obscured through ritual 

processes of image animation. There are myriad ways by which images of the “Historical” 

Buddha have long been made to live in the here and now. On a more practical level, the 

predominance of iconographic representation of the Historical Buddha Sakyamuni in early 

Theravādin Cambodia remains hypothetical. In the absence of specific narrative context, be it 

textual, iconographic or compositional, we cannot know how Buddha images were identified by 

their makers and users; evidence suggests in fact a discrepancy between, on the one hand, the 



 

 

common art historical identification of “the Buddha” which presumes a singular historical figure 

and, on the other hand, local practices by which Buddha images embody multiple identities, 

ranging from other Buddhas to local historical or legendary figures. Underpinning this capacity 

to embody more than one identity is the fact that the “Historical Buddha” is himself larger than 

life. The Buddha is understood to have been a real historical figure whose career as a religious 

practitioner and teacher in the fifth century BCE laid the ground for what we now call 

“Buddhism”. Before becoming a “Buddha” or “Enlightened One”, he was a prince named 

Siddhattha Gotama of the Sakya clan. This historical figure is sometimes called the Gotama 

Buddha after his family name, or the Sakyamuni Buddha, the “Buddha, Sage of the Sakya clan”. 

However, in the historical context at hand, nothing would suggest that reference to this 

historical figure is ever devoid of the mythic, supernatural dimensions of the same figure’s life 

story. Beyond the factitiousness of representation, we must query to what degree a given 

image of the Sakyamuni Buddha is perceived to be without attributions of divinity and 

attendant soteriological powers, and is in such a reflection of “realism” - Crosby’s term for the 

problematic scholarly investment in the Historical Buddha typically taken to define Theravāda 

up against its Buddhist others. Furthermore, when depicted in the absence of textual or 

sculpted narrative context, many Buddha images appearing in milieux presumed to be 

Theravādin cannot be simply or singularly identified as representing Sakyamuni; tautological 

arguments can dominate here, where the Buddha presumed to be Sakyamuni confirms the 

Theravādin context underpinning that same presumption. At every step we must recall that the 

term “Buddha” is a title. In Reynolds and Hallisey’s analogy, like the term “king”, “buddha 

denotes not merely the individual incumbent but also a larger conceptual framework”. The title 



 

 

“buddha” “suggests the otherness and splendour associated with those [so] named”.13 Any 

Buddha is perceived as a transformed historical figure; representations of the Buddha are 

always on some register representations of a Buddha. The onus is on the modern viewer to 

determine if the one can be disentangled from the other in distinct contexts. 

The splendorous otherness – or divinity – of the Historical Buddha in Theravādin representation 

has often been attributed by modern scholars, monastics and lay folk alike to contamination 

from Mahāyāna. Yet, the paradigm of influence, relying as it does on clear distinction between 

contrasting entities, proves insufficient in explaining many common Pāli Buddhist contexts in 

which conceptions of and practitioner relations to the Buddha and Buddhahood manifest 

something other than perception of the Buddha within a strictly historical frame. To attend to 

this troubling interpretive situation we find terms such as “Tantric Theravada”, a recent 

scholarly invention seeking to describe widespread esoteric practices within Pāli Buddhist 

contexts.14 Viewed through the established interpretive frame, “Tantric Theravāda” appears to 

be an oxymoron explicable only through influence of one tradition on another; the current 

critical approach, however, seeking to forefront evidence in the place of modern categorisation, 

attentive to the historically inaccurate oppositional pairing of a monastic lineage (“Theravāda”) 

and a doctrinal orientation (“Mahāyāna”) and so to the porosity historically maintaining 

between them -- in short hearing the “concert” of Buddhism -- posits the seemingly oxymoronic 

phrase as a provisional measure for naming “Theravāda” itself in certain contexts. Though the 

Southeast Asian region’s multifaceted religious past no doubt impacted Pāli Buddhist 

developments in Cambodia, the latter must also be understood in light of the cultural matrix 



 

 

shared by diverse monastic affiliations and doctrinal orientations – a matrix shared from their 

origins but also cultivated in their ongoing developments. 

Lastly, any argument for the fundamentally apolitical nature of Theravāda has little traction 

with the material evidence explored here. If, for example, the typical spatial arrangements of 

Theravādin sites of worship in Cambodia suggest relatively open access to central icons and 

religious officiants, there is no doubt that associated religious practices were integrated into 

political power structures at and after Angkor. Here too essentialist definitions of Theravāda 

have been formulated through contrast with Mahāyāna and Vajrayāna constructs dominating 

Angkorian royal expression on the eve of Theravāda’s rise. This book argues that the manifest 

differences in relations between these different Buddhist constructs and political power are to 

be considered in conjunction with their otherwise common heritage characterised by porosity 

rather than opposition. On this political point too, relations between Theravāda and its 

supposed Buddhist others in Cambodia are far more than sequential. 

A last brief word on Pāli.  By and large the use of Pāli in Southeast Asia can be said to mark 

Theravāda, with the term now taken in the complexity I have evoked above. On one basic level, 

it can be said that Pāli replaces Sanskrit in the wake of Angkor, with the earliest definitively 

dated Pāli composition in Cambodia dated 1309 CE, arriving just in the wake of the last known 

dated Sanskrit inscription, dated 1307-8 CE.15 Yet we cannot affirm that all Pāli usage in 

Cambodia denotes Theravāda in the rigidly established terms noted above; nor can we affirm 

that the presence of Sanskrit always attests to non-Theravādin practice; nor, lastly, can we 

affirm that the absence of Pāli attests to the absence of Theravāda. Further attention to hybrid 

usage in the region would strengthen current platforms for analyses of these questions. 



 

 

Even more importantly, the contrast between Sanskrit and Pāli usage before and after Angkor is 

to be qualified in multiple ways. This is not a case of one language, associated with one religion, 

replacing another language associated with its own religion. In addition to the challenge that 

the Cambodian evidence brings to established notions of such one-to-one correspondence 

between a discrete religion and a discrete language, it is equally crucial to note that Pāli usage 

in early Theravādin Cambodia is in many ways unlike that of Sanskrit in the pre-Angkorian and 

Angkorian periods. Sanskrit was a language of epigraphic composition in ancient Cambodia. It 

was paired with the vernacular Khmer language, the two together participating in the 

consolidation of a division of compositional labour which relegated poetic developments to 

Sanskrit and prosaic documentation to Khmer. Pāli, on the other hand, did not come to replace 

Sanskrit in its literary role in Cambodia. Shifts in the quantity and quality of epigraphic 

composition in the wake of Angkor included the rise of Khmer as the dominant medium of 

epigraphic expression. Rather than working predominantly side-by-side, the vernacular came to 

subsume the vocabulary and literary verve of the Indic languages. It is true that the few Pāli 

(and closely related Prakrit) epigraphs of pre-Angkorian Cambodia were, as noted above, 

citational, like those elsewhere in mainland Southeast Asia of the first millennium; and that Pāli 

usage in Cambodia from the early 14th century was, in contrast – but like Angkorian Sanskrit, 

compositional. Still, Pāli composition did not take hold in Cambodia at this time, while Khmer-

language composition did. It is in this sense that it must be said that, after Angkor, Khmer, 

rather than Pāli, came to replace Sanskrit. 

An inadequately studied dimension of these developments in multilinguality of particular 

pertinence to this volume is the way in which Khmer also came to function as a prestige 



 

 

language. Khmer’s replacement of Sanskrit as a language of literary composition in Middle 

Cambodia is one indicator of this prestige role; but it is most sharply apparent in the areas at 

the limits of Angkorian territorial reach, during and after the Angkorian period, where we find 

multiple declensions of bilingual epigraphy (e.g. Khmer and Pāli; Thai and Khmer; Khmer and 

Sanskrit; Thai and Pāli…), but also a notable wielding of the Khmer writing system decoupled 

from the Khmer language. The Khmer writing system had, from its origins in pre-Angkorian 

times, been used to render Sanskrit and Pāli; this is exemplary of usage across the “Sanskrit 

cosmopolis”, the vast region of Sanskritic culture stretching from present-day Afghanistan in 

the west to Bali in the east over the first millennium CE., where a range of more or less localised 

writing systems were used to render the cosmopolitan Sanskrit. When, however, the Khmer 

writing system came to render Thai, or for example, Pāli in a bilingual Thai-Pāli inscription in 

which the Thai language portion was written in Thai script…, we see a crucial shift. This 

participates in a new wave of localisation of Indic culture in the wake of the demise of the 

Sanskrit cosmopolis as vernacular languages rose to prominence across the vast region; the 

specific Khmer-Thai phenomenon represents the ongoing cosmopolitisation of Khmer also at 

the heart of the formation of what would become Thai culture. For the localisation of a culture 

indicates its cosmopolitan status: in future Thailand, Khmer culture was adapted for specific 

purposes in the place of or as a form of venerable (Indic) culture even while composition also 

developed in both Pāli and Thai. The retention of Sanskritic spellings in Indic loanwords in Thai  

otherwise reflects the Khmer heritage, as do “Thai” mantras deploying Sanskrit, Khmer and 

Pāli.16 If evidence of the vernacular Khmer being put to work in critical interpretation of Sanskrit 

has been identified in the Angkorian period, by the 17th century, we see that the consolidation 



 

 

of the written vernacular has contributed to a regional practice of creative translation involving 

Pāli and Khmer as well as neighbouring Thai.17  The place of Pāli and the Pāli canon in defining 

Theravāda in this region must be placed in this hierarchised linguistic matrix out of which 

nation-states were ultimately formed. 

In short, giving the label “Theravāda” to any material evidence of Buddhist practice which 

appears to bear any or even all of the above-named traits risks putting the cart before the 

horse. The cart we in this volume call, according to modern designation, “Theravāda”, is made 

of a myriad of component parts none of which on its own renders the cart as a whole, and each 

of which in turn begs the question of its own singular unconditioned definition. Some will note 

that I am staging a rhetorical encounter here between the English adage on putting what 

should logically come second first and the ancient Pāli “Simile of the Chariot”. The latter, a 

short text staging an episode in an ancient encounter between a Greek king and a Buddhist 

monk, speaks well to our conundrum in gauging the very existence of something presumed to 

exist. The textual encounter is one of many in which the Indo-Greek King Milinda questions the 

Buddhist monk Nāgasena on specific doctrinal points. This one, “The Simile of the Chariot”, 

concerns Buddhist conceptions of personhood. The text challenges any crude conceptual 

distinction between material object and concept: an object, like a human subject, and like a 

name, is a construct. Following a bold opening bid in which the monk Nāgasena appears to 

affirm that he himself is nothing but a name, he compares the existence of his person to that of 

a chariot as a means of bringing the king to reach an understanding of this particular area of 

Buddhist theorisation of ontology: 

“If you, sire, came by chariot, show me the chariot. Is the pole the chariot, sire?”  



 

 

“O no, revered sir”.  

“Is the axle the chariot?”  

“O no, revered sir”.  

“Are the wheels the chariot?” 

“O no, revered sir”.  

“Is the body of the chariot the chariot ... is the flag-staff of the chariot the chariot ... 

is the yoke the chariot . . . are the reins the chariot ... is the goad the chariot?”  

“O no, revered sir”.  

“But then, sire, is the chariot the pole, the axle, the wheels, the body of the chariot, 

the flag-staff of the chariot, the yoke, the reins, the goad?”  

“O no, revered sir”.  

“But then, sire, is there a chariot apart from the pole, the axle, the wheels, the body 

of the chariot, the flag-staff of the chariot, the yoke, the reins, the goad?”  

“O no, revered sir”.  

“Though I, sire, am asking you repeatedly, I do not see the chariot. Chariot is only a 

sound, sire. For what here is the chariot? You, sire, are speaking an untruth, a lying 

word. There is no chariot. You, sire, are the chief rājah in the whole of India. Of 

whom are you afraid that you speak a lie? [...] 

  

Then King Milinda spoke thus to the venerable Nāgasena:  

“I, revered Nāgasena, am not telling a lie, for it is because of the pole, because of 

the axle, the wheels, the body of a chariot, the flag-staff of a chariot, the yoke, the 



 

 

reins, and because of the goad that ‘chariot ’ exists as a denotation, appellation, 

designation, as a current usage, as a name”.  

“It is well; you, sire, understand a chariot. Even so is it for me, sire, because of the 

hair of the head and because of the hair of the body  . . . and because of the brain in 

the head and because of material shape and feeling and perception and the 

habitual tendencies and consciousness [i.e. the five khandhā] that ‘Nāgasena’exists 

as a denotation, appellation, designation, as a current usage, merely as a name. But 

according to the highest meaning18 the person is not got at here. This, sire, was 

spoken by the nun Vajīra face to face with the Lord:  

 

‘Just as when the parts are rightly set  

The word “chariot” is spoken,  

So when there are the khandhā 

It is the convention to say “being”’.19 

 

To turn the “Simile of the Chariot” to our ends: rather than simply being ontologically, it – 

Theravāda – is “because of” its constituent elements. On account of all these things, it, 

Theravāda, “exists as a denotation, appellation, designation, as a current usage, merely as a 

name”, “Theravāda”. In naming something “Theravāda”, we must probe its constituent parts 

and the ways these come together while nonetheless maintaining a vision of the real 

factitiousness of the construction at hand.  



 

 

In the rest of the present Introduction I use the term “Theravāda” in this conventional manner 

highlighted by the venerable Nāgasena. Unless otherwise noted, the term is taken to designate 

a form of Buddhist practice including expression in Pāli and vernacular Southeast Asian 

languages but not necessarily to the exclusion of Sanskrit; a privileging of reference to the 

Historical Buddha but not to the exclusion of elaborate conceptions of Buddhahood and 

esoteric developments; communal physical and social structures participating variously in the 

political management of territory and human resources. 

 

˂h1˃ “Cambodia” 

Definition of the thing we call “Cambodia” is no less problematic. As with Theravāda, the 

problem cannot be reduced to anachronistic usage. The English toponym “Cambodia” derives 

from kamvuja, “born of” (ja/jā) a mythical ancestor named “Kamvu”. The term appears in 

compounds with territorial designations in ancient Khmer and Sanskrit epigraphy to designate 

the successive geo-political entities preceding today’s Cambodian nation-state and dominated 

by those “born of Kamvu”, – the Khmer(-speaking) people. From this point of view, the term fits 

“Cambodia” of any time from Angkor on. The linguistic equivalence masks, however, important 

territorial differences. While modern Cambodia is clearly demarcated in territorial terms, “early 

Theravādin Cambodia” is not, and the one does not correspond to the other. 

In fact, there is a sort of vanishing point where Theravāda and Cambodia meet, highlighting the 

entanglement of politics and religion in this space and time. The northern and western land 

borders of pre-Theravādin Cambodia – assuming there is one to speak of, an issue which will be 



 

 

addressed below – can be defined precisely through the identification of Theravāda as a 

dominant feature in what is now Thailand. Pāli Buddhist culture(s) stood for centuries, it would 

seem, as a sort of bulwark against “Cambodia”, as if the former constituted a counterbalance to 

the latter even without anchoring in a strong, structured singular political entity mirroring that 

of Angkor. The nature of exchange and, in an increasingly intensive manner from at least the 

tenth century, veritable patchworked overlap between the Buddhist cultures of what is now 

central and northeastern Thailand and Angkorian culture is a point of debate raised variously in 

the present volume. A crucial question concerns at what historical moment Khmer speakers 

came to inhabit different parts of these regions, and to what degree they, along with related 

Mon speakers, practiced Pāli-based Buddhisms to the exclusion of the types of Sanskritic 

Brahmanic and Buddhist cults prevalent in Angkorian culture. As Khmer speakers sprawled 

across religious borderlands, their presence served to at once share and distinguish between 

cultures. As noted above, the Khmer language also came to be used as a prestige language by 

those for whom Khmer was not the mother tongue. When, in these overlapping or border 

regions, we see Khmer language and/or script paired with Pāli, or with Mon or Thai, we cannot 

be sure what sort of local usage it represents beyond that to which it manifestly attests: elite 

written culture referencing Angkor beyond or, at times, as part of Angkor. This begs questions 

of the presumed discrete nature of ethno-linguistic identity and the mapping of these onto 

territory characterizing modern historiography. How can we envisage premodern “Khmer-Thai” 

situations without having recourse to the modern prism by which nations appear pre-destined 

as such by the apparent natural correlation between ethno-linguistic identity and territorial 

borders? And this question leads to another: whether or not Angkorian expansion across 



 

 

religious borders from the tenth century should be considered by any measure a colonisation. 

And this question leads to yet another at the heart of the present volume: whether Theravādin 

expansion from the late Angkorian period but especially from the 13th century should itself be 

considered a sort of cultural occupation or colonisation of Cambodia, and ultimately conceived 

in relation to occupations or colonisations of a political order. 

Two scholarly œuvre are particularly pertinent in exploring these questions. The first is that of 

Art Historian Hiram Woodward, whom I will more or less let speak for himself in this volume’s 

first essay which, along with its extensive bibliography, conveys the pre-13th-century evidence 

in this regard. Here I will briefly discuss Historian Michael Vickery’s work focused on the textual 

evidence for the early Post-Angkorian period, from either side of today’s Thai-Cambodian 

border.  Through meticulous comparative analyses of epigraphic and chronicular evidence, 

Vickery ultimately understood the two areas, of the Angkor plain on the one hand, and, on the 

other hand, the central Chao Phraya basin stretching into northeast Thailand, from the 13th 

century, to be characterized by similar ethno-linguistic cultures, with relations evolving through 

mutual assimilation rather than conquest and subordination.20 With this, Vickery challenges the 

dominant historiography anchored in modern nation-states and pitting ethnic Tai against ethnic 

Khmer. In his words the relations between Ayutthaya, an early “Siamese” capital and precursor 

to modern Bangkok, and Cambodia, so often anachronistically described in terms of 

international war, become “conflict between rival dynasties for control of mutual borderlands, 

and… of what both considered to be their old, traditional capital”: Angkor.21 I insist on the 

qualification of Ayutthaya as “Siamese” rather than “Tai” or “Thai” with reference also to 

Vickery’s interrogations of scholarly suppositions that the term syām could have initially 



 

 

referenced Mon speakers, or peoples and cultures of the Chao Phraya basin irrespective of 

ethno-linguistic identity, which is to say a mixture of Mon-Khmer and Tai groups drawing 

substantially on the religious and political heritage of Angkor.22 

In the first instance, Vickery’s formulation reveals the distorting prism by which the historical 

development of “Cambodia” and “Thailand” or “Siam” have been conceived. Just as European 

nation-states were drawing national borders between “Cambodia” and “Siam”, so were 

historians tracking the origins and historical limits of these same states, with the one process 

feeding the other in a mutually reproducing loop.  The racial categorisation figuring in this 

conjoined political and academic demarcation of the region is nowhere more evident than in 

the art historical field, where arts are classified according to national styles identified with the 

physical features of the “races” thought to have inhabited the lands in question.23 The racial 

categorisation brings with it, of course, attribution of value-bearing characteristics to whole 

peoples; this serves to establish moral hierarchies between the various so-defined groups, 

which in the contexts in question are distinctly anchored in value judgments of religious 

practices, categorised as they are in the art-historically-bound racialising process. The art 

becomes more than the embodiment of the physical traits of “Khmer” or “Thai”, but also a 

window into the moral rectitude, intellectual capacity and creative flair of these so-defined 

peoples.  In our particular early Post-Angkorian case study, Cambodian art is read as attesting 

to decadence while Thai art attests to the promise of a dynamic people coalescing into an 

independent Buddhist state. In the process, originating in and then perpetuated well beyond 

the colonial period proper, Southeast Asian nations were drawn in the image of modern 



 

 

Europe. Shattering this lens, Vickery pushes us to see “Cambodia” and “Thailand” together, 

variously, as one and yet not the same, from the end of Angkor. 

Angkor plays a crucial and complex role in the overlaid historical and historiographical 

processes under our lens here. The rival regional powers – Southeast Asian and/or European – 

all laid claim to the ancient capital in assimilated geographic and symbolic terms. As the fraught 

tracing of national borders between the French and the Siamese in the late 19th-early 20th 

centuries centered around possession of Angkor, so were premodern relations to Angkor 

interpreted as integral to a fraught tracing of borders between the “Thais” and the 

“Cambodians” as the Post-Angkorian periodlved evo. 

The rhetorical frame which George Cœdès constructs around his impactful 1958 essay on the 

watershed of the 13th century in Southeast Asia is fascinating for the nuance it adds to my 

rapid characterisation here. In a sort of meditative, even despondent mood, Cœdès proposes 

an analogy between his times --post-World War II which saw the dismantling of the European 

colonial enterprise in Southeast Asia-- and 13th-century Southeast Asia with its own narratives 

of (post)-colonisation. Anticipating readerly reactions to his dramatic yet banal designation of 

this historical moment in Southeast Asia as a “‘turning point,’” Cœdès justifies the 

characterisation in personal, emotive terms: “From a period in which people have the 

impression there is no reason why anything would change (impression that my generation had 

at the beginning of this century) there succeeds a period where everything is put into question, 

where tomorrows are unforeseeable, and where one hears everywhere moaning about ‘our 

filthy times’”.24 This opening bid is mirrored in the last paragraph of the essay, where Cœdès 

reiterates the parallel between the two “decadent” historical periods. The summary leading up 



 

 

to this finale addressed to “amateurs of comparisons between past and present”,25 notes the 

“the sterilisation of art for which Singhalese [i.e. Theravāda] Buddhism, hostile to personality 

cults and hardly favorable to the flourishing of the plastic arts, shoulders a good deal of 

responsibility”.26 Cœdes’ ambivalence with regards to Theravādin art is hardly obscured by the 

following rapid acknowledgment that “on the ruins of Khmer and Burmese art of the twelfth 

and thirteenth centuries, a new art is born, the Siamese art of Sukhothai” (399). For in the next 

discreetly damning sequence we find our author pondering to what extent those people living 

through the change are conscious of its momentousness. On this point, he cites the 

retrospective epigraphic account of a 14th-century Sukhothai king: “‘From that year on [1218 

CE or the death of Angkor’s last great king, Jayavarman VII], the nobles, the dignitaries, the 

brahmans and the rich merchants no longer held the highest place in society; from that 

moment on, astrologers and doctors also lost their prestige; from that moment on they were 

no longer valued or respected”.27 Initially, Cœdès recounts, he understood the 14th-century Tai 

king in question to be lamenting the loss of the aristocratic Indic world embodied by Angkor; on 

further reflection on this king’s outlook, however, he reinterprets this passage as a celebratory 

expression of satisfaction in the Tai establishment of independence from that very world. The 

replacement of the “refined aristocracy, guardians of Sanskrit culture” by a “decadence” caused 

by the “adoption of Indian civilisation by a growing number of indigenous people who 

impregnated it little by little with their own particular tendencies”28 is clearly not to Cœdès’ 

liking. That Cœdès’ ambivalence is so palpable here, and that the moral judgments regarding 

cultural developments after Angkor are so profoundly felt can only be attributable to his own 

“parallel” experience of displacement at the advent of a new era. 



 

 

 Vickery’s work reminds us, however, that Angkor’s potentiality far exceeds any modern 

European model. Like the Ganges, or Mount Meru of Indic geographies, Angkor can be 

transposed. Vickery highlights research demonstrating that Sukhothai, further north, in the 

13th century, was spatially modeled after Angkor; while Ayutthaya in the Chao Phraya basin, 

appearing in Chinese annals from the late 13th century, was by the 14th century Angkor’s 

successor state.29 Sukhothai and Ayutthaya comprise two iterations of a single phenomenon in 

which the reproduction of Angkor participates in the production of a new polity. Modern 

historiography variously conceives of both as cradles of modern Thailand.  This might be 

considered the same phenomenon by which Theravādin Cambodia was born. Note, for 

example, that Srei Santhor, a region hosting Cambodian royalty in the early Cambodian Middle 

Period, derives its name from the ancient name for Angkor, Yaśodharapura.30 Or that the 

foundation legend of the enduring Middle-Period capital, Phnom Penh, recounts the discovery 

of a four-faced statue found floating downstream from the North in a likely reference to 

Angkorian iconographies.31 Material remains – textual, sculptural and architectural – 

demonstrate all of these sites to have been Theravādin, that is they are the cores of polities in 

which sovereign power and territorial dominion were predominantly developed through 

Theravādin Buddhist expression. This apparently paradoxical situation in which Theravādin 

states can be said – if somewhat provocatively in some circles - to have emerged out of non-

Theravādin Angkor has drawn attention to the symbolic power of Angkor reigning in the region 

long after the demise of its political might. Yet the nature of this symbolic power shown up by 

these exemplary polities cannot be mapped onto real, demarcated territorial possession, on the 

model of the bordered nation-state. Nor is it limited to a discrete integration of Angkorian 



 

 

Brahmanic ritual at courts on either side of an imagined border - another established 

interpretation of the place of Angkor after Angkor implicitly challenged by Vickery’s work. The 

assimilated ethno-linguistic cultures emphasised by Vickery precede the Post-Angkorian period, 

and pervade it.  

The unique and multifaceted role of Angkor also speaks to the power of Theravāda and its 

others in the region. To be sure, Marxist historian Michael Vickery was little concerned with the 

inner workings, meanings and so power of religion itself. His interpretation of the historical 

evidence was oriented instead to pinning down the historical facts attesting to “ethno-linguistic 

cultures”. Yet, his formulations go some way to mitigating also against the stark contrast 

established in the scholarly literature between Theravāda and Mahāyāna and/or Brahmanism 

as both religious practice and political operator in the region; for the particular vision 

articulated by Vickery of Ayutthaya – if not also Sukhothai – as successors to Angkor also begs 

interrogation of the stark contrast found in modern historiography between Brahmanic/ 

Mahāyānist Angkorian and Theravādin Post-Angkorian Cambodia and Siam. Despite himself, 

then, Vickery makes an important contribution to understandings of the workings of religion: in 

addition to understanding the differences between the groupings emphasised in modern 

scholarship, in following Vickery’s lead, we need now to examine more closely the common 

ground – both physical and metaphysical - shared by Mon, Khmer and then Thai -speaking 

practitioners of this or that religion. 

The contributions to this volume show that, beyond any shadow of doubt, Angkor must be 

understood as an organising principle of evolving regional Theravādin practice. Much of the 

material evidence explored – sculpture, architecture, ceramics, texts - attests to the travel of 



 

 

practices, concepts and ideologies across the region. As a number of essays demonstrate, 

Angkor-the-site functioned as a veritable reference point for mainland Theravādin practices 

during and after Angkor-the-empire. In such, it is, along with Sri Lanka or the Pāli canon, a 

source of mainland Theravāda - which is also to say that Theravāda after Angkor also bears 

witness to Angkor. Note however that the denomination of ‘kambujā’ in 13th to 16th-century 

devotional epigraphic texts, at Angkor and beyond, suggests a geo-cultural consciousness 

associated with but not limited to Angkor proper – in temporal or territorial terms -to have 

been embedded in and reproduced by Theravādin practice. The quintessential example of this 

lies in 16th-century texts inscribed by royalty on the walls of the 12th-century Vaishnavite 

temple of Angkor Wat. The royals record their pious Buddhist works at the temple, including 

restoration of the temple itself, aimed at restoring Kambujā to its ancient glory.32 In a text 

inscribed on a temple on the eastern outskirts of the ancient capital, a man is said to have 

ordained before traveling to study at Angkor, where he became a scholarly court priest. The 

epigraph symbolically juxtaposes a series of sacred sites consecrated “in the kingdom of 

Cambodia” (kamvujārāsdhr) with the many stūpa which the prototypical Buddhist monarch 

Ashoka is said to have founded across India.33 Another set of epigraphs in Khmer but seemingly 

written by Thai speakers from Ayutthaya recount a 16th-century pilgrimage to Angkor and the 

southerly royal site of Oudong.34 Likewise here, restoration of statues is posited as a powerful, 

pious Buddhist act aiming to ensure the stability of the “country of kambuja” (kambūjades, in 

K.465 and K.285). Angkor was not perceived as co-terminous with Kambujā, but can be said to 

have acted as a draw in defining it; at the same time, that is in the same devotional actions of 

travelers, Kambujā’ was an integral part of an evolving regional Theravādin world.  



 

 

I am suggesting here that the hermeneutic implications of a body of postcolonial research have 

not been fully digested. The maṇḍala model of Southeast Asian statehood developed variously 

by Stanley Tambiah and O.W. Wolters, and which took particular hold in the wake of Thongchai 

Winichakul’s Siam Mapped, has certainly shifted understandings of classical Southeast Asian 

states as comprising shifting centers and flexible borders radiating out through expanding and 

contracting movements.35 This shift in scholarly vision seems, however, to reach its limits in the 

historiography of Cambodia from the 13th century, as if the classical maṇḍala states were then 

singularly replaced with bordered nation states. Interestingly, Thai historiography does not 

singularly follow this trajectory, as the successors of the “great maṇḍalas” exemplified by 

Angkor are often today indeed seen in the maṇḍalas of post-12th-century future Siam.36 This 

does not however stop Thai historiography from stumbling into the trap of by and large seeing 

Cambodia starkly opposed to (future) Thailand from this moment on.  Further attention to the 

perpetuation of the maṇḍala model, along with full acknowledgement of the implications of 

Vickery’s insistence that we shed the organizational principle of historiographies pitting Thais 

against Cambodians, opens new interpretive horizons. In this context, what shall we make of 

the established narrative by which Thailand, on the one hand, is understood to have been born 

in the 13th century, beginning then centuries of more or less continuous expansion, and on the 

other hand, Angkor is said to have reached its demise and Cambodia to have begun, at the 

same time, to contract. What, for example, is keeping us from seeing, from the 13th century, a 

certain expansion of Angkor? The question is a provocation, of course. But one which pushes us 

to see the continued distortions of our viewing lens crafted in and for the consolidation of the 

modern nation-state. An expanding Angkor of this order is accomplished not through expansion 



 

 

out from a singularly powerful center on the model of empire, but rather through the otherwise 

expansive mode of operation of the maṇḍala: replication. 

 

˂h1˃ Periodisation 

The search for beginnings heralding this volume is as much temporal as it is geographical. 

Identifying the first signs of Theravāda in Cambodia has long presumed not only that the 

demarcation of Theravāda and Cambodia are themselves self-evident, but also that the absence 

or presence of Theravāda itself has defined Cambodia in distinct historical periods. As I have 

emphasised above, however the more we attend to research in this field, the more we are 

brought to question the validity of the categories upon which we seek to craft our historical 

narrative. 

The purportedly “first Pāli inscription in Cambodia”, K. 754 documented in the eponymous 1937 

article by George Cœdès, has long been taken as a marker for a period divide between Ancient 

and Middle Cambodia, according to one of the many appellations of the latter which I will 

discuss briefly below.37 Dated 1309 CE, the bilingual Pāli-Khmer inscription purportedly from 

Kok Svay Cek to the west of central Angkor certainly indicates important politico-cultural 

change otherwise attested in the material record. This is the earliest Pāli epigraph to have been 

found in the Angkor region which can be positively and precisely dated. For the comparable 

graphics, another Pāli epigraph, K. 501, found further to the west of the core capital, is likely to 

date from around the late 13th to early 14th century period; it is in this same area that, in 1267 

CE, a Buddha image was consecrated as kamrateṅ jagat śrisugatamāravijita.38 Pre-Angkorian 



 

 

materials often taken to demonstrate Theravādin presence within the Khmer realm prior to the 

expansion of Angkorian reach are ambiguous in this regard. Peter Skilling has debunked 

previous interpretation of the canonical extract inscribed in pre-Angkorian writing on a pre-

Angkorian Buddha image from Tuol Preah Theat in Cambodian’s southwestern Kompong Speu 

province as attesting to Theravāda: the inscription is in a mixed or Sanskritic Pāli rather than the 

canonical idiom of Theravāda as has been previously understood.39 This refinement of our 

understandings of linguistic evidence, in conjunction with our increasingly refined 

understandings of relations maintaining between monastic lineage and doctrinal orientation in 

premodern contexts, also destabilises established assumptions that the stylistic and 

iconographic resemblances between Dvāravatī and pre-Angkorian Buddha images such as this 

one from Tuol Preah Theat necessarily attested to sectarian affiliation. The presence of 

Dvāravatī-style sīmā stones in the Kulen mountains on the northern edge of the Angkor plain, 

along with what may be be contemporaneous Buddhist sculpture, may affirm a pre-Angkorian 

Mon Theravādin presence in this site which would become the cradle of Angkorian civilization. 

These sculpted stones are common in Dvāravatī contexts north of Angkor in what is now 

Thailand.40 But in the absence of substantial archaeological research, we cannot affirm the 

nature or extent of the beliefs and practices with which they would have been associated. In 

short, the paucity of Pāli epigraphy prior to the 13th-14th centuries mirroring that of the sort of 

sculptural and architectural evidence variously characterising Theravādin production elsewhere 

in the mainland over the first millennium -- stūpa, votive tablets, sculpted wheels of the Law, 

sīmā stones -- speaks volumes. In such, research in the wake of Cœdès’ naming of the 13th-



 

 

century as a “turning point” in Southeast Asian history has largely served to confirm his 

dramatic stance. 

We seek here however to temper such a reading. Recent research does affirm that the steady, 

intensive non-Theravādin architectural, sculptural and epigraphic production characterising the 

Angkorian state was not simply replaced by Theravādin production from the 14th century; by 

the end of the 13th century, material production in stone of any order had indeed slowed 

significantly. Yet, the art and archaeological evidence shed light on transitional processes at 

hand, combining at once change and gradual evolution in and out of the multiple shared 

heritages developing at this time. 

The “first [definitively dated] Pāli inscription in Cambodia” gives us some sense of these 

processes. K.754 is in fact a bilingual inscription on the Angkorian model of royal text eulogizing 

a king and recording cadastral organisation made in the name of religion. It is, like K. 501, an 

original composition. These texts are a far cry from the extracts of canonical scriptures or 

commentarial references characterising Pāli epigraphy in first millenium mainland Buddhist 

areas. In both form and content K. 754 conveys the very particular parameters of this first firm 

written evidence of Theravāda at Angkor. Territory once under the authority of a liṅga is 

placed, now by the text and in the ritual acts it records, under the authority of a Buddha image 

who is named, in good Angkorian fashion, after the King. This naming, however, happens only 

in the Khmer portion of the text, where the King’s name appears in Sanskrit – not Pāli. 

Otherwise quite similar to the Khmer, the Pāli portion of the epigraph simply omits this detail. 

Other proper names which do appear, in Pāli, in the Pāli portion of the epigraph, appear in 

Sanskrit in the Khmer portion. The text demonstrates, thus, a critically selective use of Pāli to 



 

 

operate and document territorial conversion to Theravāda in the Angkor plain on the model, 

nonetheless, of established Angkorian practice. 

K.501 is in Pāli verse, and comes from a site, further to the west, Prasat Kralanh, which also 

bears an earlier tenth-century Sanskrit Buddhist inscription. K.501 also recounts conversion to 

Buddhism but of a “favourite” of the king; though this text does not, like K.754, explicitly 

enumerate borders of the territory associated with the new religious construction and its 

Buddha image, it does record the installation of a Buddha image by the king’s “favourite” and 

celebrates his offering of human and land resources to the service of the Buddhist foundation. 

K.241, from Prasat Ta An and dated 1267 CE likewise commemorates the installation of a new 

Buddha image at an older Buddhist site dating to the tenth century. Though this text is not a 

Pāli composition, in the name of the Buddha image, kamrateṅ jagat śrisugatamāravijita, it 

attests to a like process of conversion by which established Angkorian constructs are harnessed 

to Theravādin ones such that the Buddha in his legendary Victory over Māra 

(śrisugatamāravijita) takes the divine place of the Angkorian “Lord of the World” (kamrateṅ 

jagat). In each of these cases statuary gave body to the evolution at hand. 

This concentration of early Theravādin evidence to the west of central Angkor is notable also in 

light of an enigma woven into the verse text of K.501 from Prasat Kralanh. The donor of the 

new Buddhist foundation is said to have pronounced it as such: 

Sojourn of those who destroy caimans, the river […]; making people live with 

these, the Buddha is turned to the west.41 



 

 

Divine images, it should be noted, are nearly systematically erected facing east in Cambodian 

contexts. The westerly facing Buddha evoked in K.501 makes a strong statement, akin to that 

made by the most notable exception to the Angkorian rule, Angkor Wat temple, which faces 

west and whose central image was likely to have done so as well. To the west of Prasat Kralanh 

lies, indeed, a river. In exceptionally facing west, the Buddha evoked at Prasat Kralanh would 

have effectively turned its back to Angkor and turned its gaze to the Theravādin west of what 

we now call Thailand. A solution to the enigma which remains to this day may lie in further 

research in this area to the west of central Angkor. 

Early Pāli inscriptions from Angkor are otherwise preceded by a body of Pāli written in Khmer 

script, at times in conjunction with a Khmer language text, documented within the outer 

reaches of ancient Angkorian maṇḍalas. These can be canonical or extra-canonical extracts, or 

texts praising and documenting Buddhist foundations with or without cadastral implications. 

Each case requires textual and contextual analysis to determine, however, if it reflects 

extension of Angkorian territorial and associated politico-cultural dominion, extra-Angkorian 

practice by Khmer speakers inhabiting areas now in Thailand, or an appeal to the prestige of 

Khmer.42  

Crucially, our “first” (post-)Angkorian Pāli inscriptions appear in the same liminal period as a 

bilingual Sanskrit-Khmer Buddhist epigraph whose doctrinal orientation remains ambiguous. 

This text, inventoried as K.888, is, unusually, engraved in convex lettering on an unusual 

monolithic sculpture which, I will argue, represents in a fabulously condensed manner the 

multiple issues at play in defining “Early Theravādin Cambodia”. 



 

 

The sculpture, inventoried as Ka.1697 and held by the National Museum of Cambodia, 

comprises a seated figure holding aloft a stone tablet [Figs. 1.1-3].43 The engraved text, on the 

tablet which may represent a leporello manuscript, has until recently been understood to be in 

Pāli. In a 2018 study, Peter Skilling has however shown the text to be a Sanskrit liturgical verse 

followed by a phrase in Khmer.44 The epigraph is not dated. Linguist Saveros Pou has however 

highlighted the similarity of the script to that of K.754, and suggested a late 13th to 14th-

century attribution.45 As we know, though Pāli Buddhism was expanding under elite patronage 

at this time, Sanskrit remained in use as a language of composition in Shaivite contexts into at 

least the third decade of the 14th century. Skilling has demonstrated that the Buddhist Sanskrit 

text, K.888, is not a case of enduring Sanskritic usage within Khmer or Pāli composition; while 

much of the text’s vocabulary is shared by Pāli and Sanskrit, the inflections are distinctly 

Sanskrit, making this a Sanskrit composition. Or, perhaps more accurately, it is a citation of  

Sanskrit verse - on the order of those, predominantly in Pāli, characterising Buddhist contexts 

widespread in mainland Southeast Asia beyond Cambodia in the first millennium of the 

Common Era. Unlike K.754 which documents an act of territorial conversion from Shaivite to 

Theravādin authority at a relatively minor Angkorian site, or K.241 and K.501 which also come 

from minor sites, K.888  was found at a vast Buddhist temple complex, Preah Khan in Kompong 

Svay, some one hundred kilometres east of Angkor. Ongoing research is demonstrating this 

Preah Khan complex to have been a crucible for Buddhist practice in Cambodia from the late 

tenth-early eleventh centuries for centuries to come, bridging thus what are so often thought 

to be two monolithic, distinct historical periods - the Angkorian and the Post-Angkorian.46  



 

 

Skilling has demonstrated that K.888 is a verse of homage to the ‘Three Jewels’ (the Buddha, 

the Dharma and the Saṅgha or Buddhist Order) associated with the ancient Indian poet 

Mātṛceṭa (ca. fourth century). Tracking multiple iterations of the verse, from a fourth-century 

poem to contemporary Nepalese liturgy in passing by the Cambodian appearance in question, 

Skilling explores the development of pan-Asian intertextuality through movement of people, 

development of monastic lineages, ritual performance, teaching, etc., ultimately suggesting the 

verse to represent “common Buddhist property”.47 Different modalities of the formula feature 

in this 13th-14th-century Cambodian context and in modern Thai and Cambodian contexts. This 

situation shows up a shared reference point for a wide range of practices which in scholarly 

circles have typically been labeled “Mahāyāna” on the one hand and “Theravāda” on the other; 

these include veneration of the Three Jewels; the notion of refuge offered by one or all of these 

three; and an aspiration to awakening. Instead of isolating discrete formulas within discrete 

Buddhist schools, Skilling explores how the fundamentals of the verse take on their own lives 

within disparate contexts. 

The sculpture incorporating K.888 is also ambiguous. Published dating of the piece to the late 

13th-14th centuries is implicitly queried by Skilling  - as if scholars had long been led by its 

presumed Theravādin nature, in an example of the circular reasoning mentioned in opening by 

which Theravādin traits (here, mistakenly attributed to Pāli usage) are taken to place materials 

from the late 13th century, which date is then used to confirm said materials as Theravādin. 

Notably, Skilling explicitly addresses neither the paleographic dating of K.888 to some one 

hundred years after the reign of Jayavarman VII, nor art historians’ consistent attribution of the 

sculpture to this same period, and stops short of advancing any date range for the text 



 

 

himself.48 He evokes other material considerations to emphasise instead an affiliation with the 

Jayavarman VII period, in the late 12th to early 13th centuries, that is at rather than after the 

height of Angkor. This is indeed the dating adopted by the National Museum of Cambodia 

where the sculpture is currently displayed. Skilling makes two observations in this regard. First, 

the piece shares features with another unusual sculpture found in the same area of the vast 

Preah Khan site, Ka.1848, a fragmented triad of the nāga-protected Buddha-Prajñāpāramitā-

(Lokeśvara) set on a high pedestal encompassing a fourth figure in high relief; this piece has 

itself been dated on iconographic and stylistic bases to the late 12th century [Fig. 1.4].49 

Second, viewed in profile, the tablet-bearing statue distinctly resembles the famous presumed 

portraits of King Jayavarman VII, one of which was found in the same temple site of Preah Khan 

of Kompong Svay [See Fig. 1.2].50 This is to say that, if the statue’s morphology, along with the 

modeling  of the facial features, associate the unusual tablet-bearing figure with the Bayon-

period style, or its wake, the specific morphology of the torso makes it one in a series of 

variations on one of the very hallmarks of the Bayon style, the Jayavarman VII portrait type 

[Figs. 1.5-7].  In this context, let me recall that the introduction of a certain brand of realism in 

the art of the Bayon period brings new dimensions to interpretation of style in ancient 

Cambodian art: with Jayavarman VII, the period style can be indistinguishable from the 

relatively naturalistic representation of the King himself.51 The similarity of the Ka. 1697 figure 

with the Bayon-period statue-portrait cannot be taken simply to show the former to be a 

portrait of Jayavarman VII or even to date to his reign. In general terms, Hiram Woodward has 

kindly reminded me in discussing the present essay, portraiture rarely escapes style. But my 

point here is not that portraiture in our context is so dominated by period style that it melds 



 

 

with it; but rather that, with the Bayon style, we may be seeing something of an inversion of 

the general art historical rule insofar as the portrait of the King, or his physical traits, can 

appear to have themselves underpinned the development of the style under his reign. The 

King’s features, like the period style, could inspire enduring sculptural practice as well as 

innovating imitation after the fact. 

These basic observations give rise to a series of apparent contradictions in the sculptural work, 

ultimately leading to key questions concerning the identification of the figure, as well as that of 

the possible lineage affiliation and/or doctrinal orientations of the sculpture-cum-text. Skilling 

asks a fundamental question which echoes those I raised many years ago in the above cited 

exploration of style and realism in the art of the Bayon period, also with reference to Ka. 1697’s 

sister sculpture, Ka. 1848: are we looking at a monk, or a king, an ascetic, a brahmin or a lay 

devotee? The morphological allusion to the Jayavarman VII portrait in Ka. 1697 noted above 

could suggest a royal identification; yet the figure’s drapery suggests a monastic figure. The 

drapery on Ka. 1697 is nearly identical to that of the Buddha figure at the centre of the triad of 

the top register of Ka. 1848. This monastic dress, with right shoulder bared and a folded robe 

over the left shoulder, is in fact “characteristic of… Thai, Lao and Khmer Buddhism”; Skilling 

goes even further to suggest that it may not be “characteristic of early Indian Buddhist art or of 

non-Theravāda fraternities”.52 This is an area requiring further research. In particular, there is 

no sustained critical study of monastic drapery in Cambodian sculptural form attentive to 

François Bizot’s extensive textual and ethnographic research on Southeast Asian Theravādin 

monastic dress, which might refine arguments regarding Theravādin identification.53 Bizot has 

explored how the different elements of Southeast Asian monastic dress, along with different 



 

 

modes of adjusting the dress, reflect fundamental differences in practices defining distinct 

monastic groups. Historically, choices in modes of appearance are anchored in questions 

concerning exposure of the monastic body to the lay world, and include distinctions between 

forest and village-based monks and modes of subsistence ranging from autonomous forest 

living to wholesale dependence on alms-collecting social networks. Through textual analyses 

and observation of contemporary practices, Bizot seeks to link specific modes of dress to 

distinct origins in specific Sri Lankan or Mon groups. Further research in this area with a 

sustained focus on sculptural representation could yield important historical data. Of import 

also for our considerations here is the resemblance of the monastic drapery to that of the 

Jayavarman VII portrait-statue in the National Museum of Cambodia: though there is no folded 

robe over the portrait’s left shoulder, the upper-body garment of both figures is distinguished 

by a line running diagonally from the upper right waist under the right breast and up to the left 

shoulder touching the left neckline. Indeed, one of the astonishing features of this presumed 

portrait of the King is its very absence of regal adornment. 

Yet another feature of Ka. 1697 keeps our interpretive pendulum in motion. In contradistinction 

to the sculptural treatment of the drapery, the treatment of the hair does not correspond to 

that of a Theravādin monk, nor to that of a Buddha [Fig.1.3]. It is not shorn in monastic fashion; 

nor is the shorn head replaced with curls adhering to the head topped by an uṣṇīṣa, the cranial 

protuberance marking Buddhahood. From the back, the hair appears to be combed in a blunt 

cut across the neck, not unlike that of the classic Jayavarman VII portrait. It is unclear whether 

the topknot featuring on most versions of the Jayavarman portrait also, if theoretically, features 

in Ka. 1697 but has been made to disappear, crushed under the weight of the tablet. This 



 

 

material evidence troubles distinctions, first, between monastics, Buddhas and kings in a 

context of relatively naturalistic representation, and second, between “Mahāyāna” and 

“Theravāda” on the 13th-century Cambodian ground. How can we reconcile apparently 

contradictory elements whereby we have a figure in the Mahāyānist Bayon style, if not 

veritably referencing the Mahāyānist King Jayavarman VII, appearing in apparently Theravādin 

monastic dress? How does the dress sync with the treatment of the figure’s hair, or with the 

Sanskrit text incorporated into the monolithic piece? If the paleographic evidence by which the 

sculpture’s epigraph, K.888, syncs with art historical assessment of the modeling of the 

sculptural body, how can such dating be reconciled with the Sanskrit Buddhist usage in a piece 

evoking Jayavarman VII?  In sum, can this piece be considered another iteration of the 

transitional complex of “early Theravādin Cambodia” decipherable in the royal Pāli-Khmer(-

Sanskrit) inscription of Kok Svay Cek? If the late 13th-early 14th-century dating is correct, it 

would be the only example of Sanskrit Buddhist usage well after the reign of Jayavarman VII 

and would be embedded in a context of expanding Pāli Buddhist practice. If this dating is 

incorrect, such that the lettering of the text and the modeling of the body could be attributed 

to provincial manufacture around the end of the reign of Jayavarman VII or in its immediate 

wake rather than to a much later date, we still must grapple with the apparent harmonisation 

of “Mahāyāna” and “Theravāda” elements in the piece itself and in its setting as I will discuss 

further below.  Is it testimony to the porosity between lineage and doctrinal orientation? Is it a 

condensation of what might be considered two separate portraits of the King in the central axis 

of the two-tiered Ka. 1848, the one above in the body of a Buddha to be venerated, the one 

below in the body of a Buddha(-to-be), venerated in a posture of meditative devotion? 



 

 

The lower figure of Ka. 1848 is particularly evocative in the complex context at hand. As Hiram 

Woodward has noted, “the adorant seems himself to have become deified, as shown by the 

presence of an uṣṇīṣa”.54 For the vase held between its clasped hands, art historian Nadine 

Dalsheimer interprets this adorant with uṣṇīṣa as the future Buddha Maitreya. While, for 

Dalsheimer, the sculpture as a whole is “obviously inspired by the Buddhism of the Great 

Vehicle [Mahāyāna]”, she is troubled by the unusual composition comprising a fourth figure 

underneath the common Jayavarman VII Mahāyānist triad; that this ill-fitting figure would be 

Maitreya haunts her interpretation as a confounding “Theravadin influence”.55 The regal 

adornment of the figure in the lower register indeed contrasts with that of the Buddha in the 

upper register – as with our comparators in the royal portrait and Ka. 1697. The seeming 

contradiction of a figure simultaneously bearing distinguishing marks of Buddhahood (uṣṇīṣa) 

on the one hand and kingship (adornment) on the other is not however unusual in Theravādin 

contexts – despite the supposed emphasis on the life story of the Historical Buddha which 

hinges upon the prince Siddhattha giving up his princely adornment – jewelry, topknot and all -- 

to reach Enlightenment; the pairing of these features which appears paradoxical through a 

certain Buddhist modernist lens is in fact a defining feature of Maitreya in modern Cambodian 

religious contexts. As the Buddha-to-come, Maitreya embodies the (paradox of) the Buddhist 

king and thrives on its very suggestion of the emergence of Buddhahood in the body of the 

worshipped-and-worshipping figure before the worshipper’s very eyes, the political figure 

ushering in a more perfect future. The bejewelled Sakyamuni (or “Historical”) Buddha is itself 

widespread in mainland Southeast Asia from the 11th century, and in Khmer contexts cannot 

always easily be attributed to Mahāyāna orientations.56 This is to say that the bejewelled 



 

 

Buddha in a Southeast Asian context is not simply evidence of Mahāyāna “influence”; nor, I 

would argue, is its presence here, lifting aloft as it were the Mahāyānist triad, evidence of 

“Theravādin influence”. The unification of the multiple figures through the body of the naga is 

of further interest here insofar as the Buddha protected by the nāga comprises a crossover 

Mahāyāna-Theravāda image, as Hiram Woodward has frequently noted. In short, Ka. 1848 

nudges us to reconsider the paradigm of influence as the predominant organizing principle of 

art historical and historical interpretation in the Cambodian context at hand. So, is the figure in 

the lower register of Ka. 1848 a monk or a Buddha fashioned in the style of the king, or the 

king-become-monk-Buddha?  Could a genealogical progression be embodied here, where the 

king’s descendant follows the path of the Buddha? What we can affirm is that Cambodia’s early 

Buddhist kings could be sculpturally portrayed at once in the body of the Buddha and in that of 

a devotee – and this in a wide variety of ways, drawing from multiple conceptual resources in 

and out of Angkor. There is no reason to believe that this practice ended with the end of 

Jayavarman VII’s reign; to the contrary, evidence suggests it continued in Khmer Pāli Buddhist 

contexts on and beyond the Angkor plain. 

As for any Cambodian Hindu-Buddhist statuary, which always participates in a localisation of 

cosmopolitan signs, the provenance of these pieces are key to understanding their meaning. Ka. 

1697 and 1848 were part of a group of objects found in the vicinity of a colossal composite 

statue known today as “Preah Chatomukh” (August 4 Faces), “Ta Prohm” (Grandfather Brahma) 

or “Preah Ang Thom” (Great Buddha) [Cover and Fig. 1.8]. This is a towering stone construction 

of four Buddhas standing back to back which has been tentatively dated to the second quarter 

of the 13th century. Like Ka. 1697 and Ka. 1848, it too is unusual in the corpus of Khmer 



 

 

statuary of which it is nonetheless an integral part. Preah Chatomukh stands at a short distance 

from another four-faced monument: one of the Jayavarman VII hallmark face-towers, called 

Prasat Steung. In morphological terms, the one takes inspiration from the other. The proximity 

in both time and space of these two similar yet different anthropomorphized architectural 

bodies begs the question of relations maintaining between the religious practices with which 

they were both associated.57 

Hiram Woodward’s art historical research meets François Bizot’s textual and ethnographic work 

in this ensemble of sculptural remains at Preah Chatomukh. Woodward situates the colossal 

standing Buddha in the line of “18-cubit” Buddhas developed in “the Hinayāna complex of 

Lopburi” perpetuated in Sukhothai and Lamphun.58 Drawing on art historical evidence, 

Woodward posits this Lopburi Hinayāna complex as the “dominant Buddhist sect for the 

greater part of the thirteenth century” in both Siam and Cambodia. “Its roots,” he writes, “lay 

primarily in Burma. The sect started to challenge the dominant Mahayana of Cambodia toward 

the end of the twelfth century; it emerged victorious and it persisted until the middle decades 

of the fourteenth century when it was finally supplanted as a result of new ties with Sri 

Lanka”.59 Elsewhere Woodward refers to this pre-reform Pāli Buddhism as “Ariya” Buddhism 

according to the designation of a group transmitted through Pegu’s 15th century Kalyani 

inscriptions. For Bizot this is the sect at the origin of “heretical” or “tantric” Theravādin 

traditions known today and which first became manifest in Pāli Buddhism at Angkor from the 

12th to 13th centuries.60 Links with Lopburi, Sukhothai, Lamphun and Pagan are indeed 

palpable here. Though they are the subject of ongoing research, they remain poorly 

understood.61 



 

 

What I would like to point out here is the other salient source of early Cambodian Theravāda as 

evidenced at Preah Khan of Kompong Svay: Angkor itself and in particular Jayavarman VII’s 

Mahāyāna Buddhism. It is no mistake that a number of the early Cambodian Theravādin sites I 

have thus far mentioned in this essay comprise reappropriation of earlier Angkorian Buddhist 

temples. Nor should we in my view be obstinate in attempts to disentangle “Mahāyāna” from 

“Theravāda” in late Angkorian and early Middle Cambodian times. Why, we must ask, in light of 

evidence such as that I have just highlighted from Preah Khan in Kompong Svay, can we not 

imagine “Theravādin” monks in 13th-century Cambodia undertaking practices, using spaces and 

developing beliefs associated with “Mahāyāna” Buddhism? 

The consternation of art historians before the evidence of a colossal Buddha head found at an 

early Theravādin site in Angkor Thom is akin to these struggles to reconcile the disparate 

indices of dating and religious affiliation in the material remains found at Preah Khan’s Preah 

Chatomukh [Fig. 1.9]. The colossal head in question, now in the collections of the Musée 

Guimet in Paris, appears to have originally belonged to the central Buddha figure of the find 

site, Vihear Prampir Lavaeng.62 Its siting at this most monumental of Angkor Thom’s Buddhist 

terraces, surrounded by sīmā  (Buddhist boundary stones) indicating that Theravādin ordination 

could have been accomplished here, and its probable association with a colossal Buddha 

worshipped at this site, make a strong argument for attributing the piece to early Theravādin 

practice at Angkor. Though only fragments of the central figure were found on-site, these, 

along with the monumental head itself, suggest the statue to have been like other colossal 

Buddhas in the Angkor region of this time including that of Preah Chatomukh discussed above, 

composed of large sandstone blocks rather than the monolith characterising Angkorian-period 



 

 

production. Yet, as Art Historian Thierry Zéphir writes, the head “displays all the characteristics 

of the art of Jayavarman VII, to such a degree that it could appear to be a sort of double of the 

central image of the Bayon”. Holes bored into the headdress, the ears and the neck of the 

sculpture likely indicate that it was once, or periodically, adorned with jewellery, which 

practice, again in Zéphir’s words, “would obviously seem to be in discord with an image 

associated with Buddhism of the Lesser Vehicle [Hinayāna]”. For his deep and sensitive 

knowledge of ancient Khmer sculptural style and modeling, coupled with established scholarly 

understandings of Mahāyāna and Theravāda as mutually exclusive, Zéphir cannot reconcile the 

contradiction in a piece which “never ceases to astonish because it seems to participate in two 

worlds: that of Buddhism of the Lesser Vehicle... and that of Buddhism of the Great Vehicle”.63 

This head was removed from its find site and sent by the École française d’Extrême-Orient to 

France in 1931. In 1933 the French Head of the Angkor Conservation Office oversaw the 

recovery of the Bayon’s central divinity from a pit underneath the temple’s central sanctuary. In 

1935 Cambodian King Sisowath Monivong presided over the ceremonial erection of this 

monumental monolithic nāga-protected Buddha in the place of that whose head had been 

exported to France [see Fig.2.14].64 Perhaps the King and his entourage – or the Cambodian 

labourers who had excavated the Bayon Buddha and lifted it into its new place – understood 

better than we do today the potentiality of mutual inclusiveness between “Theravāda” and 

“Mahāyāna” and the innate relations between the “Mahāyānist” Bayon temple and the 

“Theravādin” terraces of Angkor Thom. 

 



 

 

It should be evident from this brief glimpse into sculptural and architectural remains at Preah 

Khan in Kompong Svay, as in Angkor Thom, that integral to the growing perception of porous 

borders between types of religious practice in “early Theravādin Cambodia”, along with those 

between Cambodia and Siam, is a reassessment of periodisation in Cambodian historiography. 

Readers will note that the “early” period covered by the essays included in the present volume 

unabashedly reaches into the 12th century. 

Yet, the challenge of demarcating the historical period in question goes beyond the specific 

dating and associated definitional issues raised thus far. The challenge also arises from the 

history of the academic practice of periodisation anchored in modern Western historiography 

and politics. This is palpable in the varied usage of contributors to the present volume, where 

we find the “Post-Angkorian Period”, the “Early Post-Angkorian period”, the “Post-Bayon 

Period”, the “Middle Period”, the “Early Middle Period”, and the “Early Modern Period”, all 

referring to more or less the same time. There is a history to the usage of each of these terms, 

attesting to shifts in perception of time over time, and, periodically, to conscious attempts on 

the part of individual scholars or scholarly cohorts to engender such shifts within the field. 

Together they attest to ways in which periodisation is “not simply the drawing of an arbitrary 

line through time, but a complex process of conceptualizing categories, which are posited as 

homogeneous and retroactively validated by the designation of a period divide”.65 This is a 

definition given by Kathleen Davis in the opening of a book concerning the grounding of 

political order upon periodisation, most specifically, the modern political order dominated by 

the West since the Enlightenment and grounded upon a period divide between a “modern” 



 

 

secularised historical consciousness and the “Middle Ages” in which theology is seen to 

preclude conceptualisation of historical time.  

In his 2012 essay cited in opening, Historian Grégory Mikaelian tracks the evolution of 

terminology designating the Cambodian Early Modern/Post-Angkorian/Middle Period in the 

historiography of Cambodia from the early 20th century, highlighting ideologies determining 

usage. The “Early Modern” designation has its origins in French colonial pitting of classical 

Angkor up against the “époque moderne” whose roots in the wake of Angkor were posited as 

those of the modern Cambodian people under colonial rule and effectively detached from the 

Angkorian heritage. The core reference for this usage is established European historiography 

which sets the époque moderne to begin in the 15th century. Its English equivalent, “Early 

Modern”, has been revived recently by those seeking to interpret Cambodia’s history after 

Angkor within a context of regional and global exchange. The term “Post-Bayon”, used in art 

historical and archaeological milieu to designate 13th-century materials postdating the reign of 

Jayavarman VII, has not gained traction in broader historical usage. The “Post-Angkorian” label 

appears to have been introduced by Art Historian Jean Boisselier, and was made widespread by 

his disciple, Madeleine Giteau with her monograph on “Post-Angkorian” art published in 

1975.66  By and large it can be said that this appellation reflected and reinforced a privileging of 

the Angkorian period as one of intellectual, cultural and political achievement over the Post-

Angkorian period itself studiously neglected as one of decline, and then confirmed as such in 

the study of its relatively meagre artistic evidence. Read through this modern prism, the local 

historical records of these two periods were seen notably to demonstrate a decline in local 

historiographical acuity over time – a decline redressed only with the advent of colonial 



 

 

scholarship. As a riposte to this hermeneutic frame, Cambodian linguist Saveros (Lewitz) Pou 

substantiated the appellation “époque moyenne” which appears to have been first introduced 

in Khmer as samăy kaṇtāl by court intellectual Mahā Bidūr Krassem in his 1938 introduction to 

the Khmer publication of what are still known -- in Khmer, French and English -- as the “IMA”, 

the Middle Period inscriptions of Angkor Wat temple inventoried by French officials as the 

“Inscriptions modernes d’Angkor”.67 Thanks to Pou’s published and pedagogical œuvre 

developed over many decades in the postcolonial era, this appellation has become relatively 

commonplace, including in Khmer-language usage effectively retranslated as samӑy kaṇtāl. In 

Pou’s handling, the term works to dismantle the value judgements inherent in previously 

established usage. In heralding a focus on cultural continuity over time, the appellation also 

contributes to that very continuity by raising Cambodian consciousness of the cultural means by 

which heritage can be actively perpetuated. Some work born of Pou’s determination, notably 

that of Grégory Mikaelian and myself, seeks now to take a further step in probing the modes of 

conceptualisation of historical time operative in Middle Cambodia which have been long 

overlooked, marginalized, demeaned or misunderstood in modern historiography.68 My own 

usage in the present Introduction vacillates between the “Middle Period” and the “Post-

Angkorian Period”. With the former, I aim to acknowledge historical developments specific to 

Cambodia as distinct from Post-Angkorian developments elsewhere in mainland Southeast Asia, 

and to further Pou’s critique of colonial and early postcolonial historiography in its neglect 

and/or denigration of all after Angkor. My usage of “Post-Angkorian” aims to highlight the 

importance of Angkor in inflecting subsequent historical developments in Cambodia and across 



 

 

the mainland, especially in future Siam. The varied usage by the authors in this volume emerges 

out of this complex scholarly context and attests to varying degrees of intentionality. 

 

The Essays 

The present volume is organised in loose chronological order of topic treated, with reference to 

these very questions of periodisation. With further reference to the related loose geographic 

definition of Middle Period “Cambodia”, it comprises specialists of Cambodia, Thailand and 

Burma (Myanmar). We open with Art Historian Hiram Woodward who challenges any facile 

vision of 13th-century rupture in two ways. First, he culls evidence that “Theravāda Buddhism 

had long been looked upon in a favorable light” in Cambodia prior to the 13th century, positing 

the cultural shifts under our microscope as representing a “reinvigoration” or even a 

“reformation” rather than any “intrusive” movement. Second, he tracks adoptions and 

adaptations of cultural constructs over time and across space, such that we see, like a gestalt 

image, now Angkor and Post-Angkor as one, now as distinct, just as we see Cambodia and Siam 

to vacillate between these two apparently mutually exclusive perspectives. 

Woodward’s essay is a call to arms for a new art history of Post-Angkor, and means to serve as 

a model for it. Woodward’s history to come would, on the one hand, do for Post-Angkor what 

Art Historian Philippe Stern did for Angkor, tracking evolution in décor and style as a means of 

establishing a more granular historical account of both Post-Angkorian art and the Post 

Angkorian period at large. Woodward draws on his two monumental publications on Thai art, 

The Art and Architecture of Thailand and The Sacred Sculpture of Thailand, to lay the ground for 



 

 

this work, discerning trends, influences and borrowings evidenced through “diagnostic 

motifs”.69 The synthetic study of these leads to a picture of stylistic evolution pegged to relative 

dating of the materials. On the other hand, Woodward models future art historical work 

through a daring interdisciplinary analysis comprising the second part of the essay: a 

comparative reading of a 14th-century vernacular Thai oath with an 11th-century Cambodian 

oath up against visual analysis of 12th-century sculpted reliefs at Angkor Wat temple and the 

parade of structures running north from the Bayon temple inside Angkor Thom. Analyses of 

these apparently disparate textual, sculptural and architectural sources lead Woodward to link 

the reliefs of the southern gallery of Angkor Wat with the creative staging of Angkor Thom’s 

royal plaza as veritable illustrations of the said oath of loyalty to the king, or of the threats 

advanced against the disloyal. The study seeks to ground new hypotheses on the function of 

the central plaza of Angkor Thom, overriding extant assumptions regarding its funerary 

orientation, and, importantly for our purposes here, linking it to Ayutthayan culture.  In 

contending that the face-towers of the Bayon period held nearly the same meaning from both 

Buddhist and Brahmanical points of view, Woodward also contributes to the breaking down of 

barriers erected by scholars over time, effacing experience of meaning on the ground. 

In the volume’s next essay, Tuy Danel  examines Angkorian sculptural representation of jātaka 

tales. The jātaka, stories of the Buddha’s past lives which illustrate the bodhisattva’s successive 

performance of good deeds and concomitant progressive attainment of merit, are known in 

both Sanskrit and Pāli textual traditions; certain traits however, can be taken to belie distinct 

sources. The sheer prevalence of representations of scenes from the Vessantarajātaka, a story 

particularly favored in Pāli traditions, in and of itself suggests a Pāli reference at Angkor from as 



 

 

early as the first half of the 12th century and into the reign of Jayavarman VII. But it is the detail 

in narrative representation which confirms the pervasiveness of this presence. Through his 

microscopic lens Tuy identifies scenes and episodes represented sculpturally at Angkor but 

found only in the one or the other textual tradition, demonstrating thus the co-existence of 

Sanskrit and Pāli sources operating at Angkor. To what degree the references are actually 

textual remains, however an open question; that is, modes of conveyance of this or that 

episode or tale informing or supplementing a given sculptural representation could well include 

the oral, the ritual and of course all manner of artistic form. 

Tuy’s evidence anticipates that analysed by Samerchai Poolsuwan in the following essay. While 

in Poolsuwan’s western Thai statuary assemblage we will see imitation of Angkorian style, here 

with Tuy in central Angkor we see the integration of moral tales prevalent in those regions at 

the outer reaches of Angkorian administrative oversight. Though it is not Angkor Wat temple 

itself that attract Tuy’s attention, the author follows in the tracks of others in this volume in 

demonstrating the Angkor Wat style and period to have been pivotal in developing the Pāli 

connection. Tuy’s comparison with Burmese modes of jātaka representation is also instructive 

in this regard. Pagan, he notes, evinces a like emphasis on the Vessantarajātaka; unlike in 

Angkor, however, where we see select scenes repeatedly represented as an eclectic element of 

broader iconographic programmes, such as in the predominantly Vaishnavite reliefs of 12th-

century Thommanon temple, at Pagan the tale is found represented in full, with panels 

detailing each episode in linear progression. Such formal distinctions invite analysis of the 

status of the source, and particularly any purported textual source, in distinct venues. While 

jātaka representations at both Pagan and Angkor may have sources in Mon Pāli Buddhism, 



 

 

there is little in the Angkorian record to suggest the predominance of a textual transmission 

above that of a sculptural one. In fact, Tuy hypothesizes that the Dvāravatī sīmā, Buddhist 

boundary stones sculpted with motifs including jātaka representations, may have been the 

driver of jātaka representations at the heart of Angkor; whereas the detailed sequential mode 

of sculptural representation at Pagan is akin to that of a written narrative account. 

In the next essay of this volume, Anthropologist-cum-Art Historian Samerchai Poolsuwan brings 

us back to the third quarter of the 12th century with a collection of wooden Buddha statues 

from Tham Phra cave in western Thailand’s Ratchaburi province. The essay speaks 

methodologically and topically to that of Woodward in opening as well as to that of Martin 

Polkinghorne closing the volume. For each of these authors, close formal study of artistic style 

serves to deepen extant historical understandings in revealing networks of religious exchange. 

Likewise for all three, 12th-century Angkor Wat is understood to be a determining influence in 

Theravādin cultural production. The stylistic features of the unique Tham Phra collection are 

associated with various sources of Buddhist art during the late first and early second millennia 

CE -- late Dvāravatī, Pāla from northeastern India and the Bengal area, Khmer most likely from 

Lopburi, Pagan from Upper Burma, and Mon from Lower Burma and Haripunjaya in northern 

Thailand. What we see with Poolsuwan however is a certain mobility of style rather than of 

objects themselves, for the Tham Phra materials, while evidencing each of the above-named 

cultures, appear to have been produced in local workshops. Indeed, the Tham Phra statues 

evidence a veritable culture of imitation of those cultures at some distance from the site itself - 

Pāla/Pagan and Angkor -- along with a rather eclectic mixing and matching of select elements. 

Angkor, for example, is conveyed largely through the imitation of adornment rather than facial 



 

 

features. For Poolsuwan, stylistic imitation does not necessarily correspond to shifts in 

sectarian belonging or to fusion of distinct religious groups. In his eyes, the Tham Phra statues 

convey rather the survival of a pre-reform Pāli Buddhism (Woodward’s “Ariya” Buddhism or 

Bizot’s “Tantric Theravāda”) beneath a Mahāyāna veneer. Importantly, they also suggest ways 

in which the Buddhism(s) of 12th-century Angkorian hinterlands came to affect Angkorian 

sculptural production itself as stylistic elements from materials in these areas come to appear 

themselves on late 12th- to early 13th-century Angkorian Buddha statues and pedestals in 

central Angkor.   

The next two essays in this volume, by Archaeologists Ea Darith and Yuni Sato, bring us into the 

13th-14th centuries and shift our focus to the architectural structures understood to cater 

specifically to Theravādin practices. If the presence of Pāli Buddhism is steadily evidenced in the 

art historical record at Angkor from the 12th century, these later architectural materials appear 

to represent a notable shift, with whole architectural structures renovated or singularly 

constructed seemingly in the name of Theravāda.  Ea reviews the unpublished inventory of the 

“Buddhist terraces” of Angkor Thom carried out by the Cambodian governmental APSARA 

Authority in 2002 up against a survey of published work to date on these early Middle Period 

structures and other prominent Buddhist modifications of Angkorian-period temples in central 

Angkor in subsequent centuries. The “Buddhist terrace” is a rectangular stone platform bearing 

a Buddha statue at its western end, and surrounded by sīmā. These structures appear to be 

predecessors of the vihāra of modern Cambodia. The Cambodian vihāra are halls combining 

two functions which in other Theravādin contexts are relegated to separate architectural 

structures: a space for lay and monastic worship, and a space for monastic ordination ritual.70  



 

 

Following in the steps of his predecessors in this field, Ea notes the existence of two types of 

Buddhist terrace sites. The first is systematically integrated into a modified Angkorian temple 

site; in this type, the terrace abuts the eastern entry of an extant sanctuary. The second is a 

new standalone construction. With reference to the APSARA Authority inventory, Ea proposes a 

further typology, comprising five types of Buddhist terrace differentiated by size. In the essay’s 

second section, Ea reviews select highlights of the more monumental modifications of 

Angkorian structures attributed to later periods. The essay confirms the importance of the 

Angkorian material heritage in subsequent Cambodian shaping of Theravādin practice 

otherwise demonstrated in Woodward and Tuy’s essays in particular, where we see Pāli 

Buddhism at Angkor physically and conceptually embedded in extant constructs rather than as 

“intrusive” phenomena. 

Next, Archaeologist Yuni Sato homes in on what has become, through the research of the 

Japanese-Cambodian team which she leads, the best known “Buddhist Terrace” of Angkor 

Thom, that of Western Prasat Top, a small temple known in the colonial academic literature as 

Monument 486.71  Sato’s meticulous examination of this minor site yields significant results for 

our purposes here. Archaeological work has, first, enabled dating of the various stages of 

construction of this site in the Early Middle Period. Because of an inscription recovered at 

Prasat Top, the site has long been assumed to have had its origins in a tenth-century Brahmanic 

temple; Sato’s research shows, rather, an original late 12th- to early-13th-century construction 

likely to have been Buddhist from the moment of inception. Major development of the site, 

including the construction of two lateral sanctuaries and a terrace to the east of the original 

sanctuary, is dated to the late 14th – early 15th centuries. The systematic archaeological 



 

 

research also brought significant new material finds, including intriguing architectural, 

sculptural and epigraphic evidence. Amongst these are reliefs of the walking Buddha found to 

have been sculpted into false doors of the northern sanctuary. Though the walking Buddha, an 

iconographic hallmark of Sukhothai, is quite rare in Angkor, the larger iconographic ensemble 

found here -- a sanctuary sculpted with large standing Buddhas in each of its false doors – is 

known to have been a defining characteristic of Cambodian Middle Period art.72 The epigraphic 

finds are likewise small, but of real significance. These are a brief few words carved into 

decorative stones found around the terrace in close proximity to sīmā stones. The epigraph 

found to the south of the terrace names the Buddha “Kassapa in the south;” two fragments 

found to the west of the terrace are likely to name the Buddha “Sakyamuni to the west”.  The 

implications of these particular finds are pursued in the following essay by Art Historian Nicolas 

Revire.  

Revire draws from a wide range of evidence, including that unearthed by Yuni Sato and her 

team, to track the historical development of the veneration of past and future Buddhas in 

Cambodian culture writ large over time and space.  The essay’s interpretive goals exceed 

however the establishment of this particular historical phenomenon insofar as, exploring 

connections between practices of the body, protective chants, iconographies and architectural 

layouts, Revire shapes out of the materials a window onto the types of beliefs and practices 

characterising Cambodian Theravāda. In doing so, the author additionally highlights both 

interregional connections and overlaps between practices typically deemed to be either 

Mahāyāna or Theravāda. As highlighted in the opening of the present Introduction, Mahāyāna 

and Theravāda are in fact often set against each other as such for their supposed different 



 

 

conceptualisations of multiple Buddhas. The Buddhas of Theravāda, it is thought on the one 

hand, are relatively limited in number and typically understood to embody conceptions of 

seriality and linear chronological progression; this is foundational to the scholarly 

characterisation of Theravāda as a rational religion, attached first and foremost to the 

“Historical” Buddha Sakyamuni who is conceived both as the Buddha of our present era and 

one in a line of successive Buddhas. The many Buddhas of Mahāyāna, on the other hand, are 

cosmic, embodying notions of infinitely expanding space and simultaneity; this in turn is 

foundational to the opposing characterisation of Mahāyāna as relatively esoteric.  In positing in 

particular a sustained emphasis on directional Buddhas in Cambodian practice, that is multiple 

Buddhas distinctly associated with points in space even as may they appear in series of past 

Buddhas, Revire’s work lays bare certain esoteric dimensions of Cambodian Pāli Buddhist 

practice, and begs the question of the pertinence of established Mahāyāna/Theravāda 

distinctions in the early Cambodian Middle Period.  

The last essay in our volume is by Martin Polkinghorne, a scholar who brings disciplinary 

expertise in both Art History and Archaeology to a sustained focus on the Cambodian Middle 

Period. The essay emerges from the author’s inventory of a corpus of three hundred sculptures 

found at Angkor Wat whose stylistic features attest to the complexity of politico-cultural 

regional networks operating in this period, as to the prominent role of this temple as a locus of 

ritual practice oriented to the conservation of both ancient and contemporary materials 

centuries after its 12th-century construction. Set against reflections on archaeological work at 

Angkor Wat, Polkinghorne’s study of this sculptural corpus contributes to the ongoing 

development of a more precise historicisation of the often homogenously described “Middle 



 

 

Period” at this site where we see evidence of 13th-14th-century activity followed by renewed 

activity from the 16th century.73 Three select pieces from the Middle Period Angkor Wat corpus 

are shown, through close stylistic analysis, to have originated in 17th-18th-century Ayutthaya in 

central Thailand and Lan Xang in central Laos.  In considering the specific historical contexts, 

beyond the evidence at Angkor Wat itself, in which such sculptural donations would have been 

made, Polkinghorne sketches broader critical understandings of the Cambodian Middle Period, 

along with the sources available for its study and the disciplinary tools with which we approach 

it.  The essay proposes an understanding of artistic style attentive to the temporal and spatial 

ramifications of copying, and highlighting the pitfalls of any simple assimilation of stylistic 

features with geographic and ethnic origin of hypothesized artisans. Stylistic analysis of 

sculpture is embedded in reflections on current understandings, arising largely from 

archaeological work concentrated on Greater Angkor, on regional environmental and economic 

factors leading to shifts in political organisation across mainland Southeast Asia from the 13th 

century. From this vantage point, Polkinghorne queries early explanatory models of the 

politico-cultural transition after Angkor, which tended to emphasize the role of Theravāda in 

causing change, to instead posit religion and even culture at large as non-deterministic. The 

cultural dimension of the historical complex, embodied in this essay by the donation of 

Buddhist sculpture to Angkor Wat, is, in Polkinghorne’s evolving vision, to some degree 

subsumed into the broader regional geo-economic frame, even as the author opens up our 

horizons in imagining a yet-to-be-uncovered social and religious world decoupled from royal 

practices and not bound to established historical narratives. 



 

 

Polkinghorne’s essay joins each contribution to this volume in highlighting the importance of 

Angkor beyond Angkor in both temporal and geographic terms. Together, they also highlight 

what is missing here: new art and archaeological research focused on the Middle Period in 

Cambodia’s more southerly regions. Though Angkor undoubtedly looms large in the formation 

of a range of regional Theravādin cultures and polities, materials and practices in central Angkor 

can only be expected to vary from those at a remove from the ancient capital. We have seen 

one example of this with Poolsuwan’s analysis of imitation in the sculptural assemblage of 

Tham Phra cave in western Thailand. At later periods, just as Sukhothai or Ayutthaya take 

Angkor as a guiding reference while also differing from Angkor, so too must we expect 

Cambodia’s Middle Period capitals to emerge from Angkor even as Angkor fades from view in 

ways unimaginable at Angkor itself. At the same time, we can expect new networks across the 

Southeast Asian and broader Asian region to shift into focus. Ongoing archaeological research 

on Cambodia’s southerly regions in the Middle Period boasts a number of the present volume’s 

authors at its helm. With the appearance of our volume, then, we beckon its sequel, and with it 

further development of the methodological and theoretical horizons we have only begun to 

glimpse here, where understandings of Theravādin art of Middle Cambodia are developed with 

particular attention to the visions and experiences of its producer-users.  Reinforcing such 

interpretive frames will enable the disciplines of  the History of Art and Archaeology to 

transcend the role often attributed them as handmaiden to the discipline of History as defined 

by post-Enlightenment Euro-American concerns, and to thrive, instead, in detecting the many 

agencies borne by the objects themselves – even as these will come to inform new historical 

narratives. 
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