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Angkor Wat (Cambodia), 12th century 



Hindu art of the Gupta period 

spread from India southeast to 

Burma and Cambodia, where it 

developed a new and distinctive 

imperial character under the 

patronage of the Khmer 

(Cambodian) monarchs.   

 

As a “king of the gods” (devaraja), a 

Khmer ruler was deified during his 

own lifetime.  By the twelfth 

century, the powerful monarchs, 

ruling out of Angkor (Khmer, “city” 

or “capital”), about 150 miles 

northwest of Phnum Penh, 

controlled an area that included 

portions of Thailand and Vietnam.  





The city of Angkor, crossed by an extensive network of broad avenues and canals, 

covered about seventy square miles.  The royal palaces, built of perishable 

materials, have long disappeared, while the temples, constructed out of brick and 

stone, remain in a relatively good state of preservation. 



The largest of these temples, Angkor 

Wat (“temple of the capital”), was built 

during the reign of King Suryavarman II 

(1112-c. 1150).  Its central spire is about 

200 feet tall and the moat surrounding 

the complex is over two miles in 

circumference.   

 

The broad moat and the outer wall 

symbolize the oceans and mountains 

ringing the edge of the world. Within, 

the five towers stand for the peaks of 

Mount Meru, the heart of the Hindu 

universe.  

 

The temple is oriented so viewers 

passing through the western gate at 

sunrise on June 21, the beginning of the 

Cambodian solar year, would see the sun 

rise directly over the central tower.  This 

orientation may further tie the 

architecture and deified king with the 

cosmos.  



The kingdom of Angkor began to flourish in the ninth century along the northern shore 

of the Tonle Sap, the Great Lake, which dominates the center of Cambodia.  The Tonle 

Sap was to the Khmer what the Nile was to the ancient Egyptians.  During the monsoon 

season the Tonle Sap quadruples in size.  When the dry season returns, water flows out 

of the lake, leaving a fertile layer of mud.  Long ago the Khmer learned to divert the 

retreating water to increase rice production.  As the population increased, the Khmer 

began to manage water ever more intensively, not only for agriculture but also for 

religious purposes. They created broad moats around temples and built immense sacred 

lakes called barays, symbolic of the oceans surrounding mythical Mount Meru, the 

center of the universe. 



In the 12th century the capital of Angkor may have embraced a population of one million.  

By comparison Paris, one of the great cities of Europe at the time, had a population of 

perhaps 30,000. 

 

None of these temples or monuments was intended to serve human beings as dwelling-

places, or to be used by human beings; Angkor is not the Parthenon or Colosseum; it was 

built as an expression of the idea of the divine: it is the realization in stone of the divine 

power of the kings of Angkor. The kings, the dignitaries, and the people did not live in 

these stone temples lived in huts of wood and straw, in the grounds of the temples or 

near to them, but never in the temples themselves. The king who had built the 

monument lived nearby: the site itself was the image of his power, his lingam, his 

monarchy, his cult, his divine substance; his body was merely his human frame. 



The temple’s central icon depicted Suryavarman in the guise of Vishnu.  The plan of the 

central complex shows the characteristic rectangle arranged in an east-west orientation, 

and concentric colonnaded galleries.  An inner rectangle, three stories high, has five 

towered shrines and connecting colonnades accessible by stairways. In the late 13th 

century, Angkor Wat gradually moved from Hindu to Theravada Buddhist use, which 

continues to the present day. Angkor Wat is unusual among the Angkor temples in that 

although it was somewhat neglected after the 16th century it was never completely 

abandoned, its preservation being due in part to the fact that its moat also provided some 

protection from encroachment by the jungle. 



The brahmins believe that the whole 

earth, once floating and mobile, became 

stable when fixed by cardinal points. The 

main points, or corners, of earth are those 

where heaven and earth meet, where the 

sun rises and sets, the east and west.  

 

The other cardinal points complete the 

square and each of them has its own 

regent. According to Sanskrit treatises on 

religious architecture, the northeast is 

also the place where the principle of Shiva 

is positioned, while the position of Surya 

is in the east, that of Vishnu to the west, 

that of Yama to the South and of Brahma 

at the center.  

 

The general Indian rule that the temple’s 

orientation must face east was adopted by 

the Khmer. There were only a few 

exceptions of orientation to the west, the 

better known being that of Angkor Wat 

because it was dedicated to Vishnu. 



Ramayana Relief from Angkor Wat 

 

Suryavarman II was devoted to Vishnu, and the bas-reliefs of the outer gallery are 

inspired by the acts of this god and his incarnations (or avatars) of Rama and 

Krishna.  The former, prototype of the just king, is celebrated in the Ramayana, and 

the latter in the Mahabharata, the two great Hindu epic poems. 



Judgment of Yama from Angkor Wat South Gallery. 

 

At the focal point of this complex is the central temple, which stands for Mount 

Meru.  Thus the entire conception is a two- and three- dimensional mandala of the 

cosmos. At the same time, the temple had a mortuary significance and was 

designed as a memorial to its patron.  This is reflected in the frequent 

representations of the death god Yama in the relief sculptures covering the walls.  

In addition, the temple’s unconventional orientation toward the west reinforces its 

association with death. 



The main roadway leading to 

Angkor Wat is flanked by 

balustrades in the shape of giant 

water serpents, which are cosmic 

fertility serpents. The bridge with 

its balustrade formed by nagas, 

serpents with five or seven heads, 

represents the rainbow unity earth 

and sky and the rain the serpents 

bring.   

 

As every sovereign had to carry 

out three fundamental duties 

which were his duty toward his 

subjects, with the constructions of 

reservoirs and irrigation channels, 

toward his ancestors, with the 

building of a temple to 

commemorate them, and toward 

himself as devaraja with the 

building of a mountain-sanctuary, 

there are many monuments in the 

Angkor area.  



Enthroned and protected by naga serpents, the King discusses war tactics with his 

advisers, for example, or stands atop an elephant urging his armies into battle 

against his enemies.  The god Vishnu, mounted on a garuda, fights with demons; or 

rides a war chariot into battle, in his incarnation as the Lord Krishna; or presides 

over the Churning of the Sea of Milk (seen above), a Hindu creation myth in which 

gods and demons, by pulling at either end of a huge serpent wrapped around a 

mountain, stirred up the waters to produce amrita, the elixir of life. 



The numerous parasols seen in the reliefs of Suryavarman are ancient 

emblems of royalty and high rank throughout the East.  



One most beguiling aspect of Angkor are the celestial dancers called apsaras. 

Though battered, the apsaras do not age.  They promise a joyful existence after the 

last reincarnation.  Angkor itself awaits that time, having known cycles of decay 

and rebirth for a thousand years. 





When the French naturalist Henri 

Mouhot, exploring Southeast Asia, 

came across Angkor Wat in 1860, he 

could hardly believe his eyes.  He 

asked the local Cambodians if they 

knew who had built this stupendous 

structure covering  nearing 500 

acres. They shrugged: Who else but 

giants, or the king of the angels?  



Suryavarman vanished around 

1150- possibly murdered- and was 

likely buried here, in Angkor Wat.  

Toward the end of the century a 

new king came to the throne, 

Jayavarman VII.  Jayavarman 

would become Angkor’s greatest 

ruler.   

 

He was a contradictory man, a 

devout Buddhist mystic who 

waged war, expanded the empire, 

and exacted tribute. His statues 

portray him deep in meditation, 

smiling with half-closed eyes, 

detached from worldly things, and 

yet he embarked on vast building 

projects to his own glory that 

required the labor of hundreds of 

thousands, many of whom were 

slaves.  He also kept hundreds of 

concubines.  



Just north of Angkor Wat, Jayavarman built a walled city of temples, pools, and 

terraces- Angkor Thom, or Great City.  At the center he raised his state temple, the 

Bayon. If Angkor Wat is the classical Khmer ideal, the Bayon is its Gothic sibling, 

replete with crooked passageways, dark galleries, forests of stone pillars.  Fifty-four 

towers rise from its ramparts, each carved with four gigantic, smiling faces. 



Unlike the Hindu king 

Suryavarman II, who built the 

nearby Angkor Wat, King 

Jayavarman VII was a 

Buddhist.  If the carved faces are 

not representations of 

Jayavarman, as some scholars 

have suggested, then they may be 

depictions of bodhisattvas, or 

compassionate attendants of the 

Buddha.  

 

The complex is a mix of Hindu and 

Buddhist imagery. After 

Jayavarman's death, the temple 

was modified and augmented by 

both Hindu and Buddhist kings. 

The city eventually fell into decline 

and was abandoned in the early 

17th century. 





Also located at Angkor is the 

temple of Ta Prohm. 

Originally called Rajavihara, 

the complex was built by 

Jayavarman VII as a 

Buddhist monastery and 

university.  

 

Its central sanctuary is 

surrounded by five 

rectangular walls with 

entryways, or gopuras, facing 

the cardinal points.  Large 

faces similar to those at the 

Bayon were added to these 

gopuras. 



 

No attempt has been made to remove the trees which have grown in and 

around the structures due in part to the fact that this feature has made 

the site popular with tourists. 
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Tenochtitlan, located on an island in Lake Texcoco, in the Valley of Mexico. 

Founded in 1325, it became the capital of the expanding Mexica Empire in 

the 15th century, until captured by the Spanish in 1521. At its peak, it was 

the largest city in the Pre-Columbian Americas. 



Tenochtitlan was the capital city of the Mexica civilization, consisting of the Mexica 

people, founded in 1325. The state religion of the Mexica civilization awaited the 

fulfillment of an ancient prophecy: that the wandering tribes would find the destined 

site for a great city whose location would be signaled by an Eagle eating a snake 

while perched atop a cactus. The Aztecs saw this vision on what was then a small 

swampy island in Lake Texcoco, a vision that is now immortalized in Mexico's coat of 

arms and on the Mexican flag. Not deterred by the unfavourable terrain, they set 

about building their city, using the chinampa system (misnamed as "floating 

gardens") for agriculture and to dry and expand the island. 



Tenochtitlan covered an estimated 8 to 13.5 km2 (3.1 to 5.2 sq mi), situated 

on the western side of the shallow Lake Texcoco. The most common 

estimates put the population at over 200,000 people, although some popular 

sources put the number as high as 350,000. 



It was connected to the mainland by causeways leading north, south, and 

west of the city. These causeways were interrupted by bridges that allowed 

canoes and other traffic to pass freely. The bridges could be pulled away if 

necessary to defend the city. The city was interlaced with a series of canals, 

so that all sections of the city could be visited either on foot or via canoe. 



“When we saw so many cities and villages built in the water and other great towns on 

dry land we were amazed and said that it was like the enchantments (...) on account 

of the great towers and cues and buildings rising from the water, and all built of 

masonry. And some of our soldiers even asked whether the things that we saw were 

not a dream? (...) I do not know how to describe it, seeing things as we did that had 

never been heard of or seen before, not even dreamed about.” 

   

   —Bernal Díaz del Castillo, The Conquest of New Spain 

Tenochtitlan: Hernando 

Cortes's map of the city, 1524 



To the left are aerial views of 

Angkor Wat (of the 12th 

century) and the Palace of 

Versailles (of the 17th century). 

 

Compare and contrast ways in 

which these structural 

complexes convey authoritative 

rule or power of the patrons 

who built them. 


