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DECLINE OF THE KHMERS

(information and statistics from VANISHED CIVILIZATIONS, McGraw-Hill Inc, 1963

 Collapse of the Khmer by Christopher Pym)


The Khmer society centered out of Angkor began in 802 CE, with the king Jayarvarman II and lasted to the 15th century, when Angkor was abandoned after Thai invasions in 1431-2 CE.


WHAT CAUSES CIVILIZATIONS TO DECLINE?

Usually there are several reasons and there are several interpretations as to the downfall of the Khmer civilization

1. Extensive farming depleted the land of its nutrients and harvests decreased

2. The society relied on an irrigation system and when this fell into disrepair, the land would not

    Support the population

3. Attack by other populations that had grown stronger

4. New religious beliefs undermined the god-king, central authority and changed the attitude

    of the people

5. The population revolted against the massive building and maintenance required for upkeep

6. Natural disaster

1. INFERTILE SOIL


Cambodia’s tropical climate produces enough rain to nuture a dry tropical forest.  ( 6 months dry, 6 months rain). This type of rainfall makes for ideal oxidizing conditions under the surface soil.  Laterite is an iron oxide derived from rocks weathering under these conditions.  Oxidization of rock occurs where the surface soil is not deep (eg. At Angkor), and hard fertile oxide grows upward with increasing speed.  Finally a stage is reached where the water can no longer penetrate the thick laterite core and the surface soil erodes quickly.  This process is called laterization and in Angkor it depleted the soil causing poor harvests.  In order to maintain fertile ricefields, you have to prevent nature from eroding the surface soil.


A ricefield is contained by a miniature wall of earth which acts as a dam to create a muddy field where rice can be planted.  Mud provides the natural chemicals which the crop needs to grow.  Most ricefields are irrigated by rivers seasonally flooding their banks (like the Mekong which brings soil from Tibet and China to Cambodia and eventually to Vietnam), but when a ricefield is irrigated by rainfall year after year, there is a danger of laterization.  The surface soil is gradually reduced until nothing is left to form the seedbed.


The ancient Khmer solved this problem by capturing the muddy water of the Siemreap river in barays (reservoirs) linked to the fields by canals.  As long as the fields were continually replenished by deposits from the Siemreap river, the loss by laterization was accomodated and the ricefields remained fertile.


The irrigation systems of Angkor must have stopped working in the 14th or 15th centuries.

This led to deforestation to make new fields available but with only rain to irrigate the crops, even these new fields were not fertile for long.


Invading armies could have destroyed the dykes, flooding Angkor with water from the reservoirs. (So far there is no archeological evidence to back this supposition).  We know the Siemreap river has shifted its course since ancient times.  (There is a bridge at Angkor Thom that there is no river under).  A flood could have caused it to change course.  Travellers in the 19th century were told of a great flood in Cambodia.

2. IRRIGATION SYSTEM


The largest of the temple complexes, Angkor Wat, in Khmer means ‘city temple’.  It is the best known of the many temples and symbolic of the wealth and prosperity of the Khmer civilization at its peak.  Built in the reign of Suryavarman II (113-1150 CE). 


The Khmers were obssessed with water.  The life-giving powers of water are often referred to in ancient inscriptions.  The temple complex depended on water, yet was not built on a large river like the Mekong.  It was built on the Siemreap river, a fairly small river that runs into Tonle Sap, (Great Lake).  Cambodia, far from being a tropical paradise, relied on water, especially during the 6 month dry spell, to irrigate the ricefields.  The Khmer constructed reservoirs (barays), canals and irrigation channels.

They developed an intricate network that covered the land, so ricefields could be flooded and two or even three crops a year could be harvested.  For every reservoir there was temple, the spirtual house of the godking, on whose favour the fertility the land depended.  Hundreds of these temples have been found, located throughout Cambodia. A reservoir was never built without a temple and a temple was never built without a reservoir. Angkor Wat is the best known and preserved of these.  Rice was the staple diet of the Khmers, then as now, and needed the alluvial flood waters for cultivation.


The building and constant maintenance of so many hundreds of reservoirs, canals and temples required a huge labour force and a strong, centralized government, with a bureaucracy to handle the details.  The irrigated ricefields supported a population of possibly half a million or more. The East Baray (reservoir) alone held a thousand million gallons of water.

When the reservoirs fell into disrepair ( 1200-14000 and the canals became chocked, allowing the jungle to close in the society failed.  Was it a result of human negligence or natural disaster?

Did it kill the Khmer civilization by slow starvation, forcing them to move elsewhere?


19th Century travellers were told of a great flood in Cambodia.  If this is true, a flood from the Great Lake bordering Angkor may well have disrupted the Khmer capital and its complex irrigation works.

3. ATTACK AND INVASION

    Many scenes depicted on the Khmer temples are military.  Does this mean the Khmer were an

aggressive, warlike people?  The answer seems to be no.  The Khmers were not situated on the main Indo-China trade routes and were well off the coast.  The main threat to Khmer security came from the Chams in the east (central Vietnam),the Thais in the north-west (Siam or Thailand) and the Annamites in the north-east (China).


The Chams had made frequent campaigns against Angkor (900-1100), always by land. But in 1177, the Cham fleet sailed up the Mekong into the Great Lake, guided by a Chinese pilot and took the Khmers by surprise, sacking Angkor.  This invasion didn’t last long, because Jayavarman VII came to the throne of Angkor (1181 CE) and drove the Chams out.  He probably set up a puppet (candidate of his own) on the Cham throne at this time.  (It is probably this victory which is commemorated in the frieze at Bayon).  The Chams declined in strenght after this.


CHAM warfare- Cham ships were rowed up the river.  The boats are depicted as having seated rowers and pairs of armed warriors standing in the boats with their spears raised and their wicker shields at ready.  The warriors are wearing helmets shaped like magnolia flowers (and it is about the only way to differentiate between the Chams and the Khmer warriors).  The boats had carved mastheads that represent the GARUDA, a mythical creature, half-bird, half-man who was the sacred mount of the god Vishnu and was worshiped by both the Khmer and Cham people.  (Many reliefs of the Garuda are found at the Angkor sites).  The battle ensues when grappling irons secure the ships to each other and the men knocked overboard, swim among the oars and fishes in the lake.   The Bayon relief shows peasant life continuing as normal along the banks .


The Chams were not always the enemy and Suryavarman II (1135-1150 CE), allied with them in a campaign against the Annamites.  The Annamites did not invade Cambodia until after the abandonment of Angkor dispite punative expeditions led by the Khmers.   When they were defeated he turned against the Chams and defeated them too.  This was the peak of expansion of the Khmer society.  Angkor Wat was built at this time and reliefs on the walls depict land warfare.  Officers mounted on elephants, a charging cavalry and menacing charioteers are depicted.  But most of the action takes place on the ground between the infantry troops engaged in hand to hand combat with arrows flying and men attacking with spears and defending with small shields.  Some have nasty swords and many men are depicted as fallen.  The reliefs also depict Chinese fighting for the Khmer, either as mercenaries or allies or compulsory service because they were living there.


The Khmers never succeeded in beating off the Thais.  During the 1200s, the Thai people came gradually southwards from the borders of China and clashed with the Khmers. Scholars disagree on the number of times the two groups clashes, but it was more than once.  The Chinese traveller, Chou Ta-Kouan says that the Thais had recently fought a debilitating war against the Khmers and that the Khmer countryside had been devastated.  He also reports the presence of Thais at Angkor itself, indicating their was some agreement reached between the two groups.

The Thai invasion resulted in Angkor being burned and could account for the systematic blocking of the waterways with debris from ruined buildings, leading to a dislocation of the irrigation systems and an economic breakdown.  


In 1431-2, the Thais sacked Angkor and forced the Khmers to retreat to central Cambodia, abandoning Angkor.  But it seems Angkor was already in decline before the Thai’s destroyed the area.  If the society had not been in decline perhaps they could have withstood the Thai attacks.  The Cambodian-Thai conflicts continued up into the 20th century.  Some historians believe that Cambodia never would have survived as an separate entity without intervention from the French, under whose protectorate they lay. 

4.  RELIGION: THE CULT OF THE GOD KING vs THERAVADA BUDDHISM


Reliefs at Angkor depict the all-powerful god-king, who was the cornerstone of Khmer society.  He was the lord of life, the source of all blessing and responsible for fertility of the land and provider of water.  The kings are depicted as gods, in the same pose as Vishnu or depicted as the Buddha.  Worship of Shiva and Vishnu, the Hindu gods was adopted from India by the pre-Angkor Khmers and Buddhism rose to importance in the 12th century CE (Mahayana-Greater Vehicle).  In both of these religions the early power of the king was identified with the heavenly power of the god. 


 The god-king providing for his people is depicted symbolically in bas-reliefs showing the

“churning ambrosia from the sea of milk”.  A Hindu legend that seems better known in Cambodia.  The gods are on one side of a tug of war (88 gods) with the demons (92).  The causeway of the giants (leading into Angkor Thom) also depicts this; the gods with their calm gentle expressions and the demons with their wide staring eyes and terrifying expressions.

SHIVA;


 Shiva was the most important of the Hindu gods and his symbol, the linga (phallus) was pre-eminent.

THERAVADA BUDDHISM .


Buddhism entered Cambodia during the pre-Angkor period and was tolerated at Angkor as a minor sect until the 12th when it makes great inroads.  One king established at the same time three sites in honour of Shiva, Vishnu and Buddha.    The Chinese Visitor to Angkor in 1296, Chou Ta-Kouan describes their presence by describin, “Certain religious persons called tch’ou-kou shaved their heads, wore yellow robes and left their left shoulder uncovered,” The word “tch’ou-kou is a Thai word referring to the monks of Theravada Buddhism. They were a reformed Buddhist sect and everything they stood for and believed in was the opposite of the god-king.  Its adoption would undermine the Khmer god-kings and their authority.  Hindu/Buddhists tensions would divide the kingdom. Jayavarman VII (1181-1218 CE), was a Buddhist (Mayahana -the Greater Vehcile), but after his death their was a revolt against Buddhism

THERAVADA (Teaching of the Elders)


GOD KING

They believed in poverty and humility and


obedience and worship of god-king

 the promise of suffering.   




with the promise of prosperity

Theravadas do not believe that Buddha should

-king was connected to a deity 

be worshipped as a god




(Either through the symbols or 









through worship as he personified









the god









-demanded obedience of people

-give up your possessions and live humbly


-kings lived in sumptuous palaces

 which is what Buddha had done



surrounded by luxuries

-prohibited killing of animals & humans (ahimsa)

-king had power of life & death over









subjects

-resigned to poverty





-obsessed with material prosperity

-looked forward to the next life



-proud of their accomplishments

-Buddha was a man





-their kings were gods (devarajas)

-people adopted the faith which gave them solace

and relieved them of their exhaustion


The people revolted after the death of Jayarvaman VII and destroyed Buddhists statues.  The program of building he started to reconstruct much of Angkor destroyed by the Cham invasion in 1177 CE, was not resumed.  The new religion, Theravada Buddhism weakened their resolve.  It had become the people’s religion and sapped their will to resist the onslaughts of man and nature.  


5. MASSIVE BUILDING PROJECTS


One theory of the decline of the Khmer is, they built too many temples and exhausted themselves economically.  The pools surrounding the temples and the walls surrounding the pools are equally labour intensive. The kings, especially Jayavarman exhausted their subjects by making them build too many buildings and taking their subjects away from other pursuits, like growing food.  The kings’ megalomania and passion for big temples and the size of the temple depended on the irrigation system, caused the population to become disgruntled with their leaders.


This criticism is largely aimed at the last great king-Jayavarman VIII, who built more temples than any previous king and did not complete any of them in his lifetime.  Half-finished buildings, incomplete statues and inscriptions indicate work just suddenly stopped.  There was a violent reaction after Jayavaman VII’s death.  He had several Buddhist statues carved, as he was an adherent and many of these were defaced after his death.


Yet Khmer history shows him as a level-headed monarch who reached the throne in his late middle age have witnessed two or three palace revolts while growing up.  His best known temple, Bayon is not the largest temple and depicts events of the time in a humerous way.  His reservoir programs indicate the economy and city were growing and these programs were sensible and logical. 

6. NATURAL DISASTER


An earthquake or volcanic eruption could explain the collapse of the irrigation system, dams and reservoirs.   S.E. Asia is not immune from either of these.  The eruption of Krakatoa had widespread impact in the 1800s.  China suffers from earthquakes frequently.  In 1923, the South China Sea threw up a section of ocean bed, known now as “L’Ile des Cendres’.


The ruins do not provide evidence that they suffered from tremors and there is no evidence that an earthquake or volcano ever took place in Cambodia.

