LEGENDS DEPICTED IN KHMER ART

RAMAYAMA

The Cambodian version is called the Reamker and the familiar characters of the Indian epic have Cambodian names, but for purposes of clarity, the Indian names will be used.

Rama and his wife Sita are the central characters in this ancient verse.

The story begins with the gods approaching Vishnu in a cosmic sleep, requesting he return to earth in human form and rid the world of the demon king Ravana.

Vishnu returns as Rama, the oldest of four sons of an Indian King Ayodhya.

He falls in love with Sita, the daughter of another king, adopted when she appeared as a golden maiden in a lotus.  Her father looks for the finest man in the land to be her husband and offers a contest that anyone who is strong enough to lift his magic bow will be rewarded with Sita’s hand.  Rama, with his immortal strength easily lifts the bow and he marries Sita.


Meanwhile back in the Kingdom of Ayodhya, Rama’s stepmother plots to have one of her sons succeed the king, so she persuades her husband to send Rama into exile.

Rama and Sita are sent to the forest and when his father dies, Rama refused to return to Ayodhya and lives as an ascetic with his wife and brother (Laksmana)


Ravana, the demon king is the ruler of the rakshasas (demons with fierce fangs), in the neighbouring kingdom of Lanka (Sri Lanka).  He is huge with 20 heads and 20 arms.  One day he sees Sita and is enchanted by her.  He sends a demon, Marica, in the form of a golden deer to aid in his plot.  Sita sees the beautiful deer and encourages Rama to capture it for her.  Rama shoots the deer, whose returns to his real form, but imitates Rama’s voice and calls for Laksmana to aid him.  Laksmana goes to Rama’s aid and Ravana disguised as a Brahmin approaches the unguarded Sita, returns to his real form and carries her off the Lanka.


Rama and Laksmana return to find Sita gone and the adventure begins.  There are many battles and an alliance with Hanuman, the white monkey, who provides an army of monkeys to aid in the search.  They prepare to invade Lanka to retrieve Sita.  Hanuman magically enters the palace and gives Sita, Rama’s ring promising a rescue soon and manages to kill the demon army when he leaves.  Ravana and his son, Indrajit, who attacks Hanuman’s army and a long battle begins.  Hanuman is captured and brought to Ravana who orders him executed.  Hanuman requests to be set on fire and manages to set a fire of his own, burning the kingdom of Lanka to the ground.
Lanka is invaded after Rama makes the sea dry up with one of his arrows and a fierce battle ensues where finally good is victorious over evil and Rama defeats Ravana.


Rama returns to Ayodhya and takes his rightful throne and is re-united with Sita, but he suspects his wife of infidelity, because she has after all, spent 14 years as a prisoner of the demon king. They argue over a portrait of Ravana and he orders his brother, Laksmana to kill her.  Laksmana takes her to the forest, but hesitates from killing the now pregnant Sita.  His raised sword turns into a garland and he leaves her in the care of his wives as she delivers a son (a second son seems to be cloned by a wiseman).  He shows Rama a deer’s liver to deceive him into believing his wife is dead.  


Years later, Rama meets the boys and they tell him, Sita is their mother and she is alive.  He goes to bring her back, but she refuses, but lets him bring the boys to Ayodhya.  

The boys miss her and beg her to come with them, but she refuses, saying she will only come when Rama is dead.  Rama tries to trick her by ordering a funeral and sending Hanuman to retrieve her.  Sita mourns for Rama, but she flees terrified when he appears and asks the earth to open up and swallow her.  It does and she escapes to the land of the nagas, where she is offered refuge by their king.


Rama is heartsick without her. “From this day onwards, I shall never be able to see you, who are so dear to my heart…From now on there will be nothing—only the sound of your name.  He writes a message to Sita and sends it by arrow through the earth and to the land of the nagas.

