ARCHAEOLGICAL EXPEDITIONS AT ANKOR

DISCOVERY


The site of Angkor was never completely abandoned so to speak of its discovery is rather Eurocentric.  Monks maintained Temples even in the 15th and 16th centuries.  The royal court returned to Angkor briefly in the late 16th C and intermittently in the 16th C.

Many foreigners reported the ruins of Angkor as early as the 16th C.

Portuguese refugees forced from Sumatra by the Dutch sought asylum in Cambodia.

The earliest detailed account was by the Portuguese writer Diego o Couto, who described an account of a Cambodian king in the 16th C who came upon the ruins while elephant hunting.  Although he never saw the ruins, it is believed a Capuchin friar, Antonio de Magdalena, who visited Angkor in 1585, bases his account on reports.  Kenryo Shimano, a Japanese interpreter from Nagasaki who journeyed to Angkor between 1632 and 1636, drew the oldest known plan of Angkor Wat.  (His drawing was mislabeled as a Buddhist site in India, but the unusual layout and gate orientation to the West confirms it is Angkor Wat).  There were numerous other American, French and English accounts in the 19th C, but despite these published accounts, the ruin was largely unknown.

European interest was not aroused until Henri Mouhot, a French naturalist reported on his visit.  He gained the support of the Royal Geographic Society in London in 1858.  He spent three weeks at Angkor in 1860, surveying and measuring the temples. He died of a fever in 1861, but a faithful servant took his notes to Bangkok and they were returned to his widow and brother and published in 1864.

By 1864, Cambodia was a French Protectorate except for Siem Reap and Battambang provinces which were controlled by Siam (later Thailand). A treaty in 1907 gave these territories to France.

In 1866 a French expedition led by Ernest Doudart de Lagree (a former French re to the Cambodian court) was undertaken to survey the northern reaches of the Mekong River to search for a trade route to China.  This provided the opportunity to prepare a systematic study of the ruins of Angkor.   Two reports resulted from this survey;  Francis Garnier’s 1873 Voyage d’Expoloration en Indo Chine, Effectue Pendant les Annees 1866, 1867 & 1868 and the artist Louis Delaporte’s impressions appeared in 1880 in Voyage au Cambodge: L’Architecture Khmer. 

By 1898 the Ecole Francaise D’Extreme Orient (EFEO) was founded to study the history, language and archaeology of Indo-China.  Since then, the EFEO has been the most dedicated and influential body to study Angkor.  It documented with surveys and inventories, the Angkor sites. They created a road network and set up a Conservation Office in Siem Reap, which became responsible for the maintenance and protection of the monuments.  The EFEO started the task of degagement, clearance of the sites from the jungle. 

PRESERVATION

TOMB RAIDING-LOOTING


Looting at monumental ruins is a common and ancient practice.  In the 13th C, a wave of Hindu iconoclastic fervour led to the destruction of all Buddhist images.  Raids in the 15th C, lead to much of the cultural treasure of Angkor immigrating to Siam. In the last 5 centuries, neglect, the assault of nature and the ravages of time have claimed more of the monuments.  At the beginning to the 20th C, Angkor became a target for art thieves.  


The most notorious case involved Andre Malraux (later to become France’s Minister of Culture in Charles De Gaulle’s cabinet).  Malraux and his accomplices removed large sections from the temple and shipped them to Phnom Penh, but he was discovered, arrested and tried.


During the Vietnam War, an enormous number of artifacts disappeared over the border; many were sold for just a few dollars in the bazaars.  UNESCO and the Royal Cambodian Government have tried to curb this plunder by creating a cultural heritage police force equipped with motorbikes and walkie-talkies.  The Cambodian government has signed the 1970 UNESCO Convention on the Illicit Import, Export and Transfer of Ownership of Cultural Property.   The EFEO is in the process of computerizing an updated inventory of the entire collection of sculptures and other artifacts.

(Technically there really isn’t tomb raiding here b/c Angkor is a religious place of temples, not palaces, not tombs)

ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITES AND TECHNIQUES


The French institution, Ecole Francaise D’ Extreme Orient, introduced the system of ANASTYLOSIS, the method of recording, dismantling and reconstructing whole structures.  It was a technique first practiced by the Dutch in Borobudur, Indonesia.

PRESERVATION AT ANGKOR

Problems

1. The jungle growing over the buildings

2. No mortar- the blocks were fitted together with no mortar or metal fixings

3. Erosion of the sandstone, the principle building material

4. The quality of the sandstone varies from site to site 

5. The Khmer Rouge’s use of the site as a military post and driving out archaeologists

CONSERVATION

The Angkor site has become the largest archaeological reconstruction in the world.

UNESCO has declared it a world heritage site and several countries are offering help to restore the ruins with money and expertise.

BANTEAY KDEI – 12th C Buddhist monastery complex

-Sophia University, Toyko

-developing site inventories, archaeological and historical research

-geological and botanical research

BAPHUON- 11th C temple mountain

-French archaeologists- EFEO

-the temple has been largely dismantled and the stones were scattered by the thousands

  in the jungle-  this work started in the 1970s, but all documentation has been lost and computer technology is being used to piece it back together

PHIMEANAKAS- 11th C site

-being dismantled and reconstructed by the Indonesian government

PREAH KHAN- 12th C Buddhist monastery complex

The World Monuments Fund (WMF), a non-profit organization out of NY is working here

PREAH KO- 10th C Hindu temple

-sponsored by the Royal Angkor Foundation (RAF) out of Budapest, Hungary but funded mostly by Germans

TERRACE OF THE LEPER KING-12th C

-under reconstruction in the early 70s, when the French (EFEO) were forced to leave by the Khmer Rouge- rebuilt the terrace structure on re-inforced concrete walls

