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Chapter 30 – Section 1
Mainland Southeast Asia – Cultural Geography

Narrator: Angkor Vat is the legacy of the mighty King Suryavarman II and dates back to the mid twelfth century. King Suryavarman portrayed himself as a God-king and Angkor Vat was his vision in masonry and mortar, of Heaven on Earth. Angkor Vat was the sacred heart of the great city of Angkor, the capital of the Khmer empire ruled by Suryavarman. Angkor was home to a million people making it one of the world’s largest cities. Angkor Vat’s soaring towers, courtyards, avenues and buildings are dedicated to the Hindu God, Vishnu. Vishnu is the preserver of the universe, and got his miracles enervated in great stone reliefs carved into the walls.

Here we have on my right, Gods, on my left, the demons. They’re pulling in a great a tug-of-war, the great snake Naga, you see the battle and the prize is immortality for Gods, thank goodness, get it, become immortal, and prevail. This is a tremendous image of this duality good and evil - Gods and demons.

Angkor Vat is a model of the cosmos in the universe, contained at its heart the great temple there surrounded by moats, representing the oceans of the world and in here, one has images of Heaven, of Hell’s celestial beings. To appreciate the full meaning of Angkor Vat, I take to the skies. Suryavarman’s vision becomes clear; it’s a homage to the Gods and a statement of his own divinity. There it is, the sacred mountain protected on all sides by moats representing mythic oceans, but in reality the moat could not keep the dangers of the outside world at bay. In 1177 the Kingdom of Angkor was invaded by the neighboring Chams from Vietnam who sacked the temple. Angkor was plunged into darkness and despair. But this was not the end of Khmer civilization. A new God-king Jayavarman VII came to the throne, and in 1181, drove the invaders out. Jayavarman wanted to stamp his own imprint on Angkor. So a mile away from Angkor Vat, he built the city of Angkor Thom, a monument to his triumph surrounded by a strong wall to defend it from future invaders.
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