COSMOLOGY IN KHMER ARCHITECTURE

COSMOLOGY

The Khmer temples were modeled according to move the devotees from the present world to the spiritual world by walking along one of four axis each with an astrological value.

East
-the direction of the rising sun


-is auspicious


-represents life and the sexual prowess of the male


-most of the Khmer temples were built with the entrance to the east following


 the custom of most Hindu Shrines


(Ankor Wat is the exception)

West
-the direction of the setting sun


-is usually inauspicious 


-represents death and impurity


-(Ankor Wat ‘s entrance is in the West- it originally housed images of Vishnu)

North
-auspicious


-associated with the elephant b/c of his strength

South
-has neutral value- neither auspicious or inauspicious

NUMERACY

Numbers represent order in the universe and serve as a method of effecting the contact between the gods and humans.

The Khmers adhered to the Hindu Belief that a temple must be correctly built according to the mathematical system to be in harmony with the universe.  The believed that if the measurements of the temple were perfect then there would be perfection in the universe.

ANGKOR WAT was laid out with distances between architectural elements of the temple reflecting numbers related to Hindu mythology and cosmology.

It is a replica of the universe in stone and represents an early model of the cosmic world.

1. The central tower rises from the center of the monument symbolizing the mythical Mount Meru, situated at the center of the universe.

2. The five towers correspond to the peaks of Meru;

3. The outer wall corresponds to the mountains at the edge of the world

4. The moat that surrounds the temple symbolizes the oceans beyond the edge of the world

5. The bas-reliefs scenes on the east reflect those of the rising sun 

6. Bas-reliefs on the west reflect the setting sun.

HEAVEN, HELL and REBIRTH

Depictions of Heaven and Hell at Angkor reflect the Hindu ideas of rewarding virtue in live, punishing evil and rebirth until perfection has been reached and the cycle of rebirth stops.

Above the earth are paradises or heavens. There are numerous paradises and above the last on is nirvana (or heaven).  The duration of life in these paradises increases at each higher level .

Earth represents neutrality.  (Neither a paradise or a hell)

Under the earth’s surface there are numerous hells.  Hell is a place of suffering where the damned expiate their sins and crimes.  Each hell is more horrific than the last.  On the south gallery of Angkor Wat is a bas-relief depicting the sins and punishments of 32 levels of hell.

Afterwards they are reborn to begin a new life

