

DAILY LIFE DURING THE KHMER EMPIRE

(Excerpt from Angkor-An Introduction to the Temples by Dawn Rooney, Passport Books 1997) 

A study the bas-reliefs carved on the temples, inscriptions and contemporary accounts provide a glimpse of daily life in Angkor.

THE PEOPLE

-the ancient Khmers has physical characteristics similar to the modern Cambodians.  

· medium height

· -black, often curly hair

· -square shaped faces, broad forehead, long straight nose with wide nostrils, deep-set eyes

SOCIAL STRUCTURE

-the Khmers did not adopt the caste system of India but there was a class system

King

-at the top was the king

-a successful king ensured the prosperity of the kingdom and passed it on to his ancestors

-he was omnipotent and supreme over the people, state, law and soil

-reign names of kings included the honourary suffix varman which means “protection of protector” 

-each king built a state temple, a palace and baray (lake, man-made surrounded by banks of earth, like a reservoir) and other monuments dedicated to his ancestors—all of these were physical expressions of his power and protection over his people and his kingdom

Priests

-priests were close to nobility in the class structure and occupied a revered position

Academics

-scholars, poets, astrologers and astronomers were privileged members 

-teachers and sacrificers were hereditary appointments

Warriors

-one of the largest groups

-armies were conscripted when needed to protect the capital and wage battles

-hand to hand combat is depicted
-elephants were used

-sometimes Chinese were used (mercenaries or conscripts?)

-massive armies are depicted

-used swords, shields, lances, swords, spears

Farmers

-the largest group in society

-mostly rice growers, but also mixed farming, fruit and vegetables

-ginger was grown

Slaves

-consisted of debtors, prisoners of war and hill tribesmen

-probably maintained the temples and built the monuments that required a massive work force

CLOTHING

Both men and women wear -a single, rectangular piece of cloth, about 2 metres long and one metre wide

-a sampot- worn by royalty in Angkor period, made of embroidered silk, woven with

 gold and imported from China or Champa (central Vietnam) or Siam.

-only the king could wear an “all-over pattern”- probably referring to an embroidered fabric

-a woman wraps a cloth around her body so it looks like a floor length shirt and ties in  front or secures it with a belt at the waist.

-a man draws the end of the cloth up between his legs to form a pant-like garment

-(modern day sampots-males are checked or stripes, whereas a woman wears a patterned one, often brightly floral)

Hair

-a woman ties her hair back off her face and may secure it with fresh jasmine

Jewelry

-both sexes wore elaborate jewelry, consisting of necklaces, bracelets, arm and ankle bands

-the status of wearer determined the material

-apsaras wore the most elaborate jewelry and exotic hairdos
ECONOMY

-farming- rice planted 

-fishing 

-these were the two staples of the economy

-fruits and vegetables were also grown 

-to ensure fruitful harvests, rites and festivals coinciding with the full moon were held in ancient times (and today)

-domesticated animals-water buffalo used to plant rice 

-a central market serviced the nucleus of the village and operated only in the morning

-trade was conducted almost entirely by women

-barter 

-eg. Honey was exchanged for oil, cloth for syrup and cotton for ginger conserve

HOUSING

-typical homes for a farmer was similar to what is found in rural Cambodia today

-one story, built on stilts, with a stairway leading up to the door

-open space under the house is used for storage, a corral for domestic animals in the evening, an area to weave cloth and cook

FESTIVALS

New Year

-the year began in April with a New Year Festival 

-noisy affairs to drive away evil spirits and invoke good times

-parades, boat-races, dances, merit-making (doing good deeds), offering food and other beneficial things to the spirits, the gods and Buddha (depending on the century)

Primary source

Zhou Daguan (a Chinese official) describes the joyous New Year festivals at Ankor 13th Century


“In front of the royal palace, a great platform is erected, sufficient to hold more 


than 1000 persons, and decorated from end to end with lanterns and flowers.


Opposite this, some 120 feet rises a lofty scaffold, put together of light pieces


of wood shaped like the scaffolds used in building stupas (temples)….


Every night from 3 to 6 of these structures rise.  Rockets and firecrackers 


are placed on top of these—all this at great expense to the provinces and the


noble families.  As night comes on, the king is besought to take part in the


spectacle.  The rockets are fired, and the crackers touched off.  The rockets


can be seen at a distance of 13 kilometres; the fire-crackers, large as swivel


guns, shake the whole city with their explosions.  Mandarins and nobles are


put to considerable expense to provide torches and areca-nuts (used for betel


chewing).  Foreign ambassadors are also invited by the King to enjoy the


spectacle, which comes to an end after a fortnight.”
Planting

When the rainy season begins in late May/early June, a ceremony takes place to propitiate the spirits of the fields and to bless and sow the seeds before the rice is planted.  On an auspicious day and hour, the ritual of sowing the rice is enacted.  Buffaloes draw a sacred plough, ornately decorated with fresh flowers, to the designated site, sacred rice is sowed and the soil is ceremoniously furrowed, then the yokes are removed from the buffaloes.  The Buffaloes are then free to seek out one of two previously placed bowls filled with water and rice.  The third bowl is empty.  If the animals go to the bowl with water, then an adequate rainfall will follow.  The bowl of rice ensures a bountiful harvest; the empty bowl signifies a poor harvest.

The end of the rainy season is celebrated with a rite to give thanks to the water spirits and offer a tribute to naga king, god of the waters.  The festival is a poignant one.  Devotees solemnly lower a boat shaped offerings made of banana leaves and filled with candles, incense sticks and fresh flowers into the water (it could be a river, canal or pond).  If you watch your boat until the candle extinguishes, then all your wishes will be granted. 

ENTERTAINMENT

-singing

-dancing

-music- musicians depicted playing drums, cymbals, gongs, bells, conches and flutes

-games; chess

-cock fights

TECHNOLOGY

-ox carts were used for transportation

-farming implements- ploughs, sickles, and hoes

ROLE OF FEMALES

-women held a position of respect and equality in Cambodian society

-Inscriptions recount the hereditary lineage of the ruler often passing though matriarchal

-Inheritance of property was transmitted through the female line

-Women ran the markets

-Women worked in government during the Angkor period

-Aspires (celestial dancers) frequently depicted in bas-relief (1500 apsaras just at Angkor Wat- each one different with elaborate coiffures, headdresses and Jewelry)

-Apsaras were born from the Churning of the Ocean of Milk

-goddesses, women of legend,  minor female deities, apsaras and ordinary women found frequently throughout the temple reliefs.

BUREAUCRACY

-organization of Khmer society and structure of the state 

-a large corps of officials administered the nation

-taxes were collected

-various courts existed to hand out justice

-harsh penalties were imposed on the guilty  eg. Flogging, amputation of hands or feet

