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The Khmer Empire was the most powerful in Southeast Asia for 600 years. Ruled by kings called "god-kings," it dominated much of the Mekong and Chao Phraya River basins between 802 and 1431 and built some of the most impressive temples in the world. Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, and Vietnam are all former Khmer territories. For hundreds of years before its collapse in 1431, the Khmer Empire dominated Southeast Asia. With its capital at Angkor, it was the region's largest and most powerful Empire, incorporating parts of Vietnam, Thailand, Burma, and Malaysia into its territory.

Historians disagree on the reason for its fall. One theory is that it was a result of an internal power struggle. Another theory is that the Empire's citizens were unhappy with their ruler and demanded another leader, which led to the collapse of Angkor. Another popular theory is that because no central government was in charge, local leaders started fighting with each other over land rights.

Some historians also think that foreign invaders might have played a role in ending Khmer influence over Southeast Asia and causing their downfall. They say this because after Angkor was abandoned by its people and left unattended for centuries, several different groups took control over it—including Europeans who colonized Vietnam and Thailand during this period (18th century). To them, this suggests there must've been some conflict between these new rulers of the Khmer Empire."

Historians think Angkor had a population between 750,000 and 1 million by the 12th century, making it one of the largest cities ever built. Angkor Wat is also the largest religious building in the world, with a footprint of 400 acres or 162 hectares. It covers an area greater than Manhattan Island in New York City. Angkor Wat was built as a Hindu temple, but it also reflects influences from Buddhism and Jainism. The temple was constructed by King Suryavarman II during his reign from 1113 to 1145. It took about 30 years to build, but today only 15 percent of the original structure remains standing. The architecture at Angkor is unmatched for its scale, complexity, and harmony. Compared to other temple complexes in Asia, the temples of Angkor are the most significant religious buildings in the world.

The Khmer people built these significant structures to advance their understanding of geometry and astronomy. Their knowledge allowed them to plan out their temples so that they would align with the sun and stars during certain times of the year. This precision helped ensure that every day was auspicious for worshipping gods and ancestors. The most famous temples of Angkor are Bayon, Banteay Srei, and Angkor Wat, but there are many more.

Ta Prohm is the only temple where you can climb around the ruins on wooden walkways. The trees growing out of the ruins add an eerie atmosphere to this temple complex in Angkor Thom. Preah Khan is a Buddhist monastery built in the late 12th century under Jayavarman VII and located west of Siem Reap in Cambodia's Phnom Kulen National Park. This well-preserved monastery contains stone carvings depicting scenes from Hindu mythology and images of nature, like elephants playing musical instruments or dancing with humans (like on Bayon).

Brahma Ream is another Buddhist temple located near Ta Prohm within Angkor Thom city walls; it features some fine examples of stone carving that depict scenes from everyday life, including farming activities or courtly ceremonies such as a royal procession through town accompanied by musicians playing gongs or bells accompanied by melodies, played on flutes by women dancers who wear beautiful clothes made from silk fabric embroidered with gold thread (as shown in one relief found here).

The Khmer Empire built Angkor Wat and other beautiful temples but did not use written language to record their history. The only way we know about these fantastic ancient people and their magnificent buildings is through excavations by archaeologists who have studied the artworks left behind. There are more than 1,600 temples in Angkor, but none are as magnificent or awe-inspiring as Angkor Wat. The temple stands amid towering trees and lush green fields on a promontory with stunning views over its surrounding countryside.

At the peak of its power, it ruled over much of mainland Southeast Asia. It lasted until the Siamese sacked Angkor Wat and Angkor Thom. Many of its rulers were Hindu, some were Buddhist, and others were a blend of both with local folk beliefs. The word 'Khmer' means people who live in the mountains, which is probably where they came from before conquering Cambodia in the 9th century. They settled on the fertile land around Tonlé Sap (the Great Lake), which is still Cambodia's most significant city today."

The Khmer Empire was one of the most powerful empires in Southeast Asian history. It was established by King Jayavarman II in 802 AD. During this time, the Khmer Empire was responsible for building some of Cambodia's most beautiful temples, which have become UNESCO World Heritage Sites today. The largest and most famous temple built by the Khmers is Angkor Wat (literally meaning "City Temple"), which took over a century to complete. It is believed that around 100,000 people worked on it at any given time during its construction!

The fall of the Khmer Empire is a sad story. The Thai sacked Angkor Wat and Angkor Thom in 1431, effectively ending the reign over Cambodia. This was a devastating blow to Cambodia—a country that had survived so much in its long history—and it would take centuries before they were able to reclaim their former glory.

Jayavarman II, in 802 A.D., proclaimed himself a universal monarch (God King) and established himself as ruler for life with divine powers over life and death and even control over natural events such as rainfall or drought. He also declared that he would be reincarnated on earth many times throughout history until his final coming at the end of time when he would destroy chaos forever with his magic sword Nandin (Shiva).

If you're wondering why the word 'Khmer' sounds so strange, it doesn't come from the Vietnamese or Chinese languages that are so common throughout Southeast Asia. In fact, 'Khmer' is derived from a Sanskrit word meaning 'people who live in the mountains. The Khmer Empire was one of the most powerful empires in Southeast Asian history and lasted from 802 AD to 1431 AD until the Siamese sacked Angkor Wat and Angkor Thom. During its heyday (known as "The Glorious Period"), Cambodia was ruled by 70 kings who were all direct descendants of Jayavarman II (ruled 802-850). However, despite their impressive lineage and military might during this period, many historians agree that their ability to build stunning monuments like Angkor Wat will ultimately define them as a civilization.

Tonlé Sap is the largest freshwater lake in Southeast Asia. It's located in central Cambodia and is home to diverse flora and fauna. The lake is also rich in fish, which played an essential role in Khmer society as a food source and trade commodity.

The name "Tonlé Sap" literally means "Great Lake." This name reflects its importance to Khmer civilization: it was one of their most fertile agricultural regions, providing them with both rice production resources and fish harvests. In fact, Tonlé Sap provides more than 60% of Cambodia's total fish catch! This might be a surprise if you're familiar with the Khmer Empire's history. But most of their temples were constructed between 800 AD and 1300 AD. This means that a lot of these temples were built by people who lived in them, not just commissioned by royal families. It also means that there wasn't one single person or ruler responsible for this construction—it was a collective effort over several generations.

One important thing to note is that during Angkor's peak period (around the 1200s), it wasn't the only civilization competing for power in Southeast Asia. The Champa Kingdom existed roughly where modern Vietnam stands today; their culture was similar in many ways but different enough from Angkor's so as not to be competitive or threaten each other's success.

The Khmer Empire was a time of excellent religious tolerance. This is demonstrated by the fact that Angkor Wat contains statues dedicated to all three major Hindu deities (Vishnu, Shiva, and Brahma). Temples were built for many gods, including Vishnu, Shiva, and Buddha. Temples were also built for the gods of the jungle and sea.
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1. ARCHAEOLOGY & ARCHITECTURE
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The temples constituting what is called the Angkor complex are scattered over an area that can be estimated at about a hundred square kilometers. A network of roads open to motor traffic con­nects the principal monuments of the Group with each other and enables one to reach the furthest in the shortest time. These are called the Big and Small Circuits.

The monographs, studies, and publications of Angkor having grown in number, the visitor on the spot needs especially general information and an easy-to-read summary of the various works as well as some indications which will enable him to draw up his program of visits according to his own likings and to the time at his disposal. This is what I have endeavored to do. 

To retain its practical character, a guide should be a lighter volume fit for the library only. There will be no lengthy and complex dissertations, which are reserved for professional studies and specialists. Instead, it ought to be a light book to be carried and consulted on the spot.

I do not see any utility in giving a minute description of monuments or bas-reliefs which the visitors will get a full sight of; what would be the use of depicting what he can see himself? I shall take care of pointing out all that is of particular interest, all that deserves chiefly to be observed in each monument or bas-relief, as well as the itinerary to be followed for reaching it, and of furnishing explanations that will help one to understand better or to enjoy the beauty of specific ensembles or of some particular items. In return, I will do my very best to point out the charac­teristics that distinguish each temple from the rest, the side from which it should be viewed in preference and the portions that are more especially worthy of attention than others.

By doing so, a tourist who is in a hurry and lacks time to look at all the temples of the Group will be able to gauge the level of interest each temple evokes and will be able to make his choice accordingly. Before discussing the generalities that are neces­sary to be known for understanding these vestiges of civilization, which, although not entirely vanished, are gradually being extinguished through the progress made by modern civilizations, I wish, at first, to uproot certain fallacies that have gained credence among the general public.

That is why I shall begin by making the follo­wing three affirmations, which do not need to be demonstrated to those who are already somewhat aware of these facts, but the evidence does not always appear to others.

The word Buddha, which is an adjective and not a proper noun (one should not say it as one would say "Siva," "Mohammad," or Jesus, but The Buddha, meaning The Enlightened One, The Awakened One, refers to the Great Sage of India: Sakya-Muni and must not be employed to denote indiscriminately any idol or statue in the Far East.

The construction of Khmer temples does not date from a distant or undetermined time. That epoch is now quite well known, and very pre­cise pieces of information have allowed these dates to be fixed. The oldest monuments of the Angkor Group date back to the Carlovingian epoch. (9th century), and Angkor Wat, one of the most recent temples, dates to the reign of Philippe Auguste (12th century).

The present Cambodian race, as degenerate as it may be but less, however, than certain superficial observers would believe, is really the offspring of the tribe that built the monuments of Angkor. Ethnographically, regardless of the several intermingling of blood that have taken place since that epoch, it belongs to the Khmer race, and, employing its artistic atavism, it undoubtedly proves to be the continuation of the artisans who chiseled the sculptures of the temples of its ancestors.

––––––––
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HISTORY OF THE KHMER race:

My primary aim is to draw attention to the fact that the words 'Khmer' and 'Cambodian' refer to the same nation. Khmer is the vernacular word by which the Cambodians call themselves, while the word Cambodian adopted by Europeans, derives from Kambuja, meaning Son of Kambn "(said to be the legendary mythical ancestor of the said nation). The builders of the temples at Angkor were probably descendants of immigrants from Northern India. These immigrants invaded the whole of the Indochinese Peninsula at an epoch not known at the time.

Towards the beginning of the Christian Era, a fresh current of immigration took place with the result of the founding of the Kingdom of Funan, a vast empire altogether Brahmanic and Buddhist, which occupied the whole of the present area of Cambodia besides a portion of Cochinchina, of Siam, of Laos and of the Malay Peninsula. On the East, all along the coast of Annam, was spread out the mighty kingdom of Champa. Occasionally, it fought with the Khmer Empire and left behind a series of insignificant monuments. These monuments resemble those of Angkor only by indirect analogy. Currently, Khmer culture blends with that of Champa, the Cham country, and Fou-Nan.

Towards the end of the 4th century of our era, a Brahman from India imposed his dynasty upon the Fou-nan, but it was soon freed and separated, taking its place in history. The kings of Cambodia at first ruled over this country as heirs to the throne of the kingdom of Fou-Nan. But other elements must be added to those of the Hindu civilization arising from successive influxes of immigration. Foremost among these were the elements of Chinese civilization, whose commercial relations with Indochina are attested by numerous texts. If, on the one hand, the civilization, religion, and literature of Cambodia are deeply impregnated with those of India, we find on the other that all that relates to commerce, industry, or, in other words, to the material side of life, ·appears to be influenced by China and seems to have adopted Chinese processes.

Moreover, we must bear in mind that, during the 8th and 9th centuries, a prosperous and compelling Malay state, Sry-Vijaya, whose seat was in Sumatra, had extended its influence over the country of the Khmers. One of the first influential kings who ruled over Cambodia, Jayavarnam the Second, came from Java (Sumatra or the Malay Peninsula), bringing that kingdom's civilization.

Lastly, in addition to all these currents, it is to be noted that an aboriginal background, which is still but very little known, has reacted upon all these various contributory sources and has endowed the Art of the Khmers with that originality that impresses all observers.

It is self-evident that architectural and sculp­tural productions of Khmer artistry reveal themselves to be quite different from others of the exact nature found in the neighboring countries of the Far East.

In the period between the 8th and the 14th century, a period during which Cambodia produced monuments of every sort: temples, monasteries, towns, palaces, bridges, etc., the Khmers developed a powerful monarchy, a highly developed political system, and a society characterized by extravagant opulence and luxury.

After having established their chief cities successfully in the region north of Angkor, the kings of Cambodia came and settled, at the beginning of the 9th century, at Angkor itself, where they resided and where they installed the Linga, called "Deva raja, "the emblem and Divine Symbol of sovereignty.

Being warlike sovereigns and able administrators, the Khmer kings divided their time between invading their neighbors' territories, chiefly that of the Chams, and founding institutions of piety. They favored both Buddhism and Brahmanism and protected the arts and sciences.

Yasovarman, one of the most glorious among their monarchs, gave his name to the ancient city of Angkor Thom: Yasodharapura; without any known reason, one of his successors, Jayavarman the Fourth, abandoned this town during the first half of the 10th century, and for about 15 years removed his court to Koh-Ker, a region about 80 kilometers to the north of Angkor and at present extremely arid.

However, the city of Angkor Thom, which had been temporarily abandoned, regained its splendor, and subsequent kings who returned to it later embellished it considerably. The Royal Palace was altered, and new edifices were built.

Among the most famous monarchs who were constructors and whose names have been handed down to us by inscriptions found amidst a lot of dithyrambic eulogies that are somewhat confused, it is necessa­ry to mention, after Yasovarman, King Jayavarman, the Fourth, who built the city of Koh Ker (928-942), and, after him Rajendravarruann (944-968), during whose reign were built Me-Bon and Bat-Chum, as well as Jayavarman the Fifth (%8-1001), the founder of the small temple of Iswarapura (Banteay Srei), Suryavarman the First (1002-1049), Udayadi­ tyavarnam the Second (1049-1065), who, very probably constructed Bapuon, ar:d Suryavarman the Second to whom we owe the existence of that marvel of architecture, Angkor-Wal and who ruled from 1112 to 1152.

Lastly, the sovereign, Jayavarnam the Seventh (end of the 12th century), a megalomaniac king and a frantic builder, founded the last city of Angkor Thom, the Ba-Yon, as well as numerous temples and monasteries. We possess the narrative of Cheou Ta Kwan, a Chinese traveler of the 13th century, which proves that, at that time, the Kingdom of Cambodia was still very prosperous: commercial activity, connections with India, Ceylon, the Malay Archipelago, and China.

The fabulous treasure of the country of the Khmers, its wealth, and the splendor of its Royal Court were extolled, and the bas-reliefs sculptured on the temples furnish us today with an eloquent sketch of them. The opulence of the Khmer kingdom was not entirely unconnected with the causes that led to the decadence into which this country began to fall in the 14th century. Its power and supremacy waned from that time. After stimulating the covetousness of the neighboring races, which had already suffered from many incursions by the bands of the armies of Cambodia, this kingdom succumbed to the invasion of the Thais, a race from the north. No doubt weakened by the misuse of luxury and the effeminacy of their habits, the Royal Court and the nobles failed to drive out the invaders. On the other hand, the multi­tude of enslaved people and people of other races subjected to servitude and who had provided the hand labor for erecting the numerous temples and edifices which we see nowadays worn out by transporting vast blocks of stone undoubtedly availed themselves of this weakening for rebelling and joining the enemy forces coming from abroad.

The Thais who conquered the Khmer race, arriving from South China via the Mekon River, settled down in the valley of the Menam. Here they founded the vital kingdom of Siam. After having made various incursions into Cam­bodia, the Siamese ended up establishing themselves there definitely by evicting the rulers of Angkor, who were driven towards the East and established their capital successively on the banks of the Tonie-Sap, an affluent of the Mekong, and finally at Pnom-Penh in the middle of the 15th century; there the Royalty settled down during the 19th century after several displacements. But owing to often renewed incursions made by the Siamese on the west into Cambodian territory and to those of a fresh enemy, the Annamese, on the East, who had conquered the provinces now making up Cochinchina, the unhappy kingdom of Angkor, they had been parceled out and reduced. It was through the intervention of France, which, in 1864, extended to it its protection, that the integrity of this State was rendered secure. Another of its finest provinces, that of Battambang, the very one in which the Group of Angkor was situated, had slipped out of the hands of Cambodia into those of Siam; it was through France that the latter country restored it definitely to the former, by treaty, on the 23rd of March 1907.

Most Khmer monuments today are religious edifices: sanctuaries, chapels, temples, or monasteries. Therefore, I believe it would be helpful for those who desire to visit Angkor to be acquainted with the religions and reli­gious notions that led to their construction. Art, like religion, has its origins in India, but we should not ignore those alien elements that were introduced into them, eventually resulting in profound changes. From a religious point of view, the two most popular religions, Brahmanism, and Buddhism, found favor with the Khmers. However, it would be a grave mistake to suppose that there existed antagonism between these two cults or that they were opposed to one another. Buddhism in India, after having by degrees supplanted the former Vedas, found itself, in turn, relegated to a lower level and later ousted by Brahmanism. By this name, we may refer to several sects adhering to substantially different versions of dogmas and a religion that differs profoundly from the original.

The first fundamental principle of Buddhism is that, to attain our utmost Liberation, we need to free ourselves from the yoke of Error - the Nirvana that will crown the end of our longing will be achieved through those sufferings endured during our prior existences; for, if Man has not overcome the sway of his desires, he will invariably be born into or reincarnated into renewed existences without end. The essential part of this doctrine is that the Buddhist must seek his salvation only in himself, without the intercession of a divinity. Error ceases to be Error from the moment it has been discerned, then only proper Knowledge alone can bring Liberation.

It was evident that laws of morality and rules of conduct shall guide the faithful to this State of self-denial, in which, once his passions have been overcome by himself, Man will find his ultimate salvation in the eternal peace of Nirvana. Original Buddhism, also known as Hinayana or Small Vehicle, is still practiced in Ceylon, Burma, Siam, and currently in Cambodia. But in ancient Cambodia, when the monuments at Angkor were constructed, the doctrine then in favor was that of Mahayana. This doctrine supersedes the almost exclusive moral conceptions of Hinayana by complicated metaphysics and the creation of superior beings who can become intermediaries between spiritual entities and men, whereby this creed reconciles itself with what may be called natural religion. In contrast, the original doctrine merely laid down rules and a sort of lay discipline.

Mahayana established a real cult of saints, among whom the most glorified one is the Boddhisattva Avalokiteshwara, or Lokeshwara, which is represented in Japan and China under a female aspect,—the goddess, Kwaoon or Kwanyin. From the 9th to the 13th century, this cult met with immense success in Cambodia, as may be testified by the numerous figures sculptured on the bas-reliefs of monuments and statues found in archaeological excavations.

A Boddhisattva implies a being who has attained the last stage before Liberation but who prolongs his stay in the world of errors and illusions. This is so that other human beings may benefit from his merits to progress on the right path. He is, therefore, a merciful being who is infinitely helpful and compassionate: this explains the popularity of such a saint in countries professing the Buddhist faith. A divinity who looks down and comes to the aid of humanity with mercy is always more honored than one hidden behind the mystic veil of high metaphysics.

It is easy to distinguish the difference that distinguishes these two doctrines from one another from an iconographic point of view by visiting successi­vely an Annamese or Chinese temple and then a modern Cambodian pagoda. The former (Mahayana doctrine) exhibits countless miscellaneous Genii, statues of gesticulating and grinning person­nages. In contrast, in the latter (Hinayana doctrine), we find only one image; though it is true there may be several of these, all represent the one and the same subject, the Buddha, seated in meditation, in monks' robes, in contem­plation before his internal dream, which nothing can disturb: it is relatively rare to find Him repre­sented in a reclining attitude or standing upright. Tourists who visit Angkor could pay a visit to an Annamese pagoda at Wat Lanka, situated on the banks of the Siemreap River and lying about one kilometer north of the Residency, as well as a Cam­bodian pagoda at Wat Krapun Rot, situated close to the village of Siemreap and lying a little to the south of the Residency.

The Mahayana doctrine of Buddhism, which was in vogue in the days of Angkor, has this peculiarity that simultaneously embodies the cult of Siva and that of the Boddhisatva Lokeswara. Moreover, Brahmanic deities have been incorporated into the Mahayana doctrine of Buddhism, where they have been converted into witnesses to the defenders of their creed: it is as such that they are often pictured by the side of the Buddha in bas-reliefs. Brahmanism holds that the soul is inherently universal, incomparable to everything that exists and that our world of phenomena and unreality prevents us from seeing and reaching it. Of the three principal Brahmanic divinities: Siva, Vishnu, and Brahma, the latter is instead obliterated and holds but the second rank in the iconography of Angkor.

The Cambodians have combined both world religions with popular beliefs derived perhaps from indigenous races or from races of other countries than India, which have never been officially recognized but have been handed down by oral tradition, in which certain scenes are described in bas-reliefs of subjects of decoration found on monuments.

The statues found in temples, almost always displaced, or upset by the ran sackers of treasures hidden beneath the altars in sanctua­ries, may be classed as belonging to but a few well­ defined types. In this section, I'll outline the main points that should be addressed during a visit to monuments.

The Buddha is most frequently represented as a monk, seated with his legs crossed before him and with open hands, palms upwards, resting on his thighs: this is the attitude of meditation. Sometimes one of his hands is seen extended beyond his thighs in this attitude. He is represented as calling upon the Earth to bear witness to his rights to the dignity of a Buddha against the doubts of the Evil Spirit (Mara).

His monk's frock leaves his right shoulder unco­vered. The head of the Buddha is easily distin­guished by the following tokens: the upper portion of the skull has a slight protrusion called Ooshnisha, which, in more modern Buddhas of Siamese or Laotian origin, is itself seen to be surmounted by a peak in the shape of a flame.

Avalokitevaras are often found with adornments and jewels and sometimes with multiple heads placed above each other. Stelas show three personages: the Buddha in the middle with a man and a woman standing on each side, the Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara, and the Prajnaparamita, a symbol of supreme wisdom and science. The Buddha is often seen in bas reliefs amidst kneeling worshippers or bearers of offerings. The tree under which he is seen meditating is called the Bodhi tree, the Ficus religiosa found in every Cambodian pagoda.

––––––––
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A LOT HAS BEEN DEBATED about the existence of the person who later became Buddha. From a historical point of view, little is known about him. In contrast, his name is associated with a series of events represented by iconography. These can typically be found at Angkor Wat. 

That is why I shall give a summary of the principal of these episodes:

At Kapilavastu, a place in North India on the Nepal border, a child was born who was to become the future Buddha. He was named Prince Siddhartha shortly after his birth, and he was saluted by the holy patriarch Asita as a son of the true Buddha. His father, Cuddhodana, King of the yakyas, had him educated in his palace, and to keep him away from the voca­tion predicted for him, he prevented him from mixing with the outside world and surrounded him with pleasures of all kinds. The young prince married and had a child, but he met an invalid, an older man, and a corpse while taking some walks. He realized the evils that plagued humanity and decided to break off from the life of pleasures and luxuries he was leading and seek a remedy for men's suf­ferings. After meeting a monk, he made up his mind. One night he escaped furtively from his father's palace leaving behind his wife and his son and only taking along with him his horse and his squire, the faithful Chanda. The gods favored his escape and, coming down from heaven, held his horse's hoofs to smother their noise. The scene often reproduced is known as the Grand Arriving in the country. The future Buddha removes his princely dress and puts on the clothes of a poor hunter he meets, cutting his hair. Then he sends back his squire and horse and asks two successive masters for some tuition which does not satisfy him.

To achieve the bodhi or supreme illumination sooner, he practices asceticism and stops eating: he becomes frightfully lean but is not successful in getting what he wants, so he resumes the ordinary life of a hermit. Seated under the sacred fig tree, he devotes himself to meditation. That is the moment when the famous scene is often seen in bas-relief; the temptation of the future Buddha by the demon Mara. The latter, jealous of the learned, wise man, has made up his mind to prevent him from reaching supreme perfection; the first try to intimidate him and comes at the head of his army of grinning fiends to assail him with rows. 

But all the darts thrown at the Buddha transform themselves into flowers. And as Mara claims for himself the right of sitting alone on the throne of wisdom, the Buddha lowers his hand to the ground to take the goddess of the Earth as a witness of all the merits he has acquired by his data, anterior virtuous deeds. Then Dharani (prah Thomi, in Cambodian), the Earth, appears and, twisting her hair, causes a great flood to flow from above, drowning the Mara army. Mara, defeated at this point, tries seduction, and the monk calls for his three daughters to tempt the future Buddha, who remains insensible. The water in the goddess's hair comes from the libations formerly shed by the Bodhisattva to support his liberalities. The figure of the Earth, pulling her hair before her breast to twist it, is a motive still popular in Cambodia and Siam.

The Buddha, at last, attains maximum illumination. Knowing then how to liberate man from suffering, he twirls the Wheel of Law; that is to say, he expounds his doctrine in the first sermon at Benares. Several disciples eventually joined him and led the life of wandering monks with him: Buddha continued preaching and converting his listeners.

On some Angkorean bas-reliefs, the majestic, wise man can be seen in the forest receiving offerings from men and animals; one can see the four lakapalas (guardians of the world) on one of them, each offering an alms vase to the Buddha for not disobliging any of them and not making distinctions among the gifts that unite the four vases.

The Buddha's mission lasted forty-five years, during which he never ceased teaching his doctrine. After one of his yearly retreats, he became seriously ill and foresaw his imminent death. When arriving at Kusinara, he lay between two trees, gave his last instructions to his worshippers, and entered exile. His corpse was burned a few days later at the town's gates.

In the world of the Brahmans, the gods are surrounded by elaborate scenery displays and a variety of complicated accessories and emblems. Even for a single god, the collection of garbs he might dress up in and under which he appears in iconography is most diverse. He also transforms himself into a monster or an animal. Vishnou, the protecting god of the universe, may manifest in several different aspects, each corresponding to metamorphosis or an episode of his godly life. He sometimes appears as a wild boar, a lion, and sometimes as a turtle.

However, the round embossed sculpture represents the standing, four-armed Vishnou holding the sword, the club, the disc, and the couch in his hands. On bas-reliefs, we often see him on the shoulders of Garuda, the mythological bird, his usual riding animal. Other times he is asleep, stretched on the snake Cesha: from his navel rises the stalk of a lotus, on the flower of which rests the god Brahma. Two of Vishnu's metamorphosis seem to have more frequently applied to the chisel of Angkorean stonecutters; Krishna, the fine lad, savior of men, who lifts up a mountain with one arm to shelter shepherds and their flocks from the storm, and Rama, the hero of Ramayana, an epic poem as popular in Cambodia as in India.
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