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Had the ancient Greeks and Romans known of Angkor, they surely would
have counted that great city as the eighth wonder of the world. When the
French naturalist and explorer Henri Mouhot – to whom was given the
honour of first bringing its ruins to the general attention of Europe – entered
Angkor in 1860, he questioned the local people about its origin. Among
the explanations that they gave him was the suggestion that it might have
been ‘the work of the giants’, leading Mouhot to exclaim:
The work of giants! The expression would be very just, if used
figuratively, in speaking of these prodigious works, of which no
one who has not seen them can form any adequate idea; and in the
construction of which patience, strength, and genius appear to have
done their utmost in order to leave to future generations proofs of
their power and civilization.1
Almost every early explorer (and virtually every other subsequent visitor)
has been wonder-struck by the beauty and multiplicity of the sculptures that
can be seen everywhere – on lintels and on walls, and free-standing before
and within temples. They have also been overwhelmed by the sheer size
of Angkor, one of the few ancient sites that can clearly be seen from outer
space with the naked eye. The entire urban complex extends to at least 1,000
sq. km (385 sq. miles), although its outer periphery is difficult to define, and
its core monumental zone covers around 200 sq. km (75 sq. miles). There is
nothing else to equal it in the archaeological world. Scholars and travellers
are suitably impressed by the size of the Classic Maya cities of Mexico and
Guatemala, yet one could fit ten Tikals or Calakmuls (the largest Classic
Maya sites) within the bounds of Angkor and still have room to spare.
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Western scholars have been intrigued by the puzzle of Angkor ever since
its ‘rediscovery’ by Mouhot. Who had built this city and others like it in the
tropical forests of Cambodia and Thailand? How old was Angkor? How could
a nation of poor farmers such as Cambodia was in the nineteenth century
ever have supported such mighty works from a bygone era? And what was
the cause of the Angkor civilization’s decline and fall into jungle-covered
ruins? The first two of these questions were answered by a century of
research and restoration conducted by the French architects, art historians
and epigraphers of the École française d’Extrême-Orient (EFEO). In spite
of tremendous advances in the archaeology of Angkor in recent decades,
the burning questions of the origin, support base and decline of the brilliant Classic Khmer culture are still being hotly debated on both sides of
the Atlantic and in Southeast Asia itself. Sadly, these puzzles have been
far from academic, for the horrific ‘reforms’ carried out by the genocidal
Khmer Rouge regime against its own people during the 1970s were based
not merely on Maoist principles but also on a mistaken conception of the
mechanisms by which the ancient Khmer Empire marshalled its labour
forces to build and maintain Angkor, and a direct appeal to the people to
restore Cambodia to its ancient glory.
The two most renowned monsoon-forest civilizations in the history
of the world were the Classic Khmer and the Classic Maya. Both of these
arose and flourished in tropical lowlands with strongly marked rainy and
dry seasons, and middling to poor soils – in fact, in areas that were not
exactly optimum for the staple crops (rice for the Khmer and maize for the
Maya) on which they depended. Some grandiose and influential theories
have been advanced in each case to support the idea that such spectacular
public works as we see at sites like Angkor and Tikal must have been supported by hydraulic agriculture carried out on a vast scale; some of these
theories are now considered to be untenable or exaggerated, but in other
cases – such as at Angkor – they have gained particular traction due to
archaeological research undertaken since the 1990s.
The similarity in many aspects of art and architecture between these
complex cultures has led some very distinguished scholars to claim that one
(the Maya) was in part derived from the other (the Khmer).2 Unfortunately
for such a hypothesis of trans-Pacific diffusion, the dates are all wrong! By
the time the Cambodian King Jayavarman II declared himself a universal

monarch in AD 802, thereby initiating the Classic Khmer period of the
Angkorian state and empire, the Classic Maya civilization was already in
steep decline, and within the following century underwent complete collapse, many centuries before the demise of Angkor. It cannot be denied
that Khmer temple-pyramids such as Baksei Chamkrong in the centre of
Angkor and the prang (tower) at nearby Koh Ker are strikingly similar
to their counterparts in southeastern Mexico and northern Guatemala,
but stepped temple-pyramids and huge cities were already being built as
early as 200 BC in the Maya lowlands, at a time when most of mainland
Southeast Asia had nothing more complex than simple circular villages
of pile dwellings.
Yet even though long-range diffusion now seems unlikely, the comparative study of these two civilizations3 can throw much light on the
phenomenon of state evolution (and devolution) in the tropics, and help
specialists in one region to develop insights and devise new research strategies from looking at what has happened and is happening on the other side
of the Pacific Basin. One just has to ask the right questions, and thanks
to new technologies and burgeoning interest among archaeologists in the
comparative study of tropical forest civilizations, we now move ever closer
to some quite compelling answers.
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The age of ‘discovery’
The Western notion that Angkor and its empire had to be ‘discovered’ by
Europeans such as Mouhot seems foolish to the Khmer, since they (the
Cambodians) had never forgotten Angkor. As will become clear in Chapter 8,
parts of the city continued to be occupied by the Khmer long after the
imperial court moved southward to the Quatre Bras region, an event that
is conventionally – and perhaps not entirely correctly – ascribed to armed
incursions by the Siamese in the early fifteenth century. The imperial city’s
best-known monument, the world-famous Angkor Wat temple complex,
has been continuously occupied since it was built nearly nine centuries
ago, first by devotees of the Hindu god Vishnu and then by an active community of monks ever since the ascendancy of Theravada Buddhism as a
state religion sometime in the fourteenth century. It is quite clear from late
inscriptions and from the earliest European pictures of this huge, moated
structure that the monks had largely kept it clear of the jungle and in a
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state of fair to good repair until the arrival of the French authorities and
beyond, for that matter.
We now know that the first European account of Angkor, dating from
1585 to 1588, is by the official Portuguese chronicler Diogo do Couto
(c. 1543–1616), based on an eyewitness report by a Capuchin friar named
Antonio da Magdalena.4 According to Couto, in 1550 or 1551, a Cambodian
king came across the jungle-shrouded remains of the ‘city’ (in this case,
Angkor Thom) while hunting wild elephants, and subsequently had the
ruins cleared by a force of 5,000–6,000 men. This story probably had no
basis in fact. On the other hand, Couto’s account of the city walls, five imposing gates, moat and other features is quite accurate. As for Angkor Wat,
situated on a flat, open plain to the southeast of the ‘city’, Couto exclaims
that it is ‘of a construction so strange that one can hardly describe it with
the pen, nor can one compare it to any other monument in the world’.5
The Couto record was never printed until modern times. Nevertheless,
because Cambodia had excited the rival imperial ambitions of Portugal and
Spain during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries (France at this time
was busy devising a takeover of Siam (Thailand), which luckily never happened), other missionaries and military adventurers from these countries
began hearing wild and exaggerated rumours about this ‘lost’ city, one such
even speculating that it must have been built by Alexander the Great or the
Romans.6 But the truly knowledgeable observers from foreign lands were
most probably Buddhist pilgrims and merchants from Asian countries like
Japan. In recent decades, there has appeared in a private Japanese collection an extraordinarily accurate plan of Angkor Wat, copied in 1715 from a
drawing by a Japanese pilgrim who had been to Angkor in the early part of
the previous century.7 In addition, the abundance of graffiti and non-Khmer
Buddhist statuary within Angkor Wat testifies to the continuing presence
of merchants and pilgrims from across Europe and Asia.
But the admittedly sketchy Portuguese and Spanish notices of a great
civilization and city buried in the Cambodian jungles made no impression
whatever on the Western world. It was the zoologist (Alexandre-) Henri
Mouhot (1826–1861) who changed all this.8 A nephew by marriage of
Mungo Park, the famous Scottish explorer of Africa’s Niger River, Mouhot
was commissioned by England’s Royal Geographical Society and the
Zoological Society of London to explore Siam, Cambodia and Laos, which

he did in a series of journeys beginning in 1858. By January 1860, he had
reached Angkor. Even he admitted that he was not its actual ‘discoverer’;
that honour goes to his fellow countryman Charles-Émile Bouillevaux,
a missionary who had spent two days in Angkor in 1850.9 Yet Mouhot
(who died of fever near Luang Prabang, Laos, the next year) was its effective
discoverer; it was his vivid and perceptive account, posthumously published
in French in 1863 and more extensively in English in 1868, that first fired
the world’s imagination about the ruined city.
The engravings in Mouhot’s book, based on his own sketches and photographs, were hardly up to the standards set by the great topographical
artists of the early nineteenth century, such as David Roberts in Egypt
or Frederick Catherwood in the Maya area. The case was very different
with John Thomson (1837–1921), an English explorer whose remarkably
fine photographs of Angkor were published in 1867, in his Antiquities of
Cambodia.10
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The Mekong Exploration Commission11
The French established their ‘protectorate’ over the fragile Cambodian
state in 1863, having been invited to do so by Cambodian monarchs who
(probably correctly) saw Siamese and Vietnamese encroachment as an
existential threat. Then, alarmed by the British takeover of southern Burma
and the influence that their old enemy had over the Kingdom of Siam, the
French colonial government newly installed in Saigon decided to mount an
exploration of the mighty Mekong River. They clearly had hopes that this
would enable them to circumvent the British in Hong Kong and directly
link Vietnam with the Chinese market (unfortunately, they later discovered that the enormous Khone Falls on what is now the Laos–Cambodian
border rendered this ambition nothing but a dream). The commission was
accordingly set up in 1866, under the direction of Ernest Doudart de Lagrée,
with the talented and ambitious Francis Garnier as second-in-command.
The results of this major expedition appeared in 1873 and included a
detailed study of Angkor – even though this and the whole northwestern
part of Cambodia were then under Siamese rule, and remained so until
1907. The Voyage d’Exploration en Indo-Chine12 had numerous illustrations
by the expedition artist, a naval officer named Louis Delaporte (1842–1925),
and while these transmit something of the grandeur of the site, his vivid
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reconstructions of monuments like the Bayon at the centre of Angkor
Thom owe much to the imagination. Nevertheless, it was Delaporte who,
by importing Khmer sculptures and casts to Paris, first brought this great
artistic tradition to the attention of the world [1, 2].
Other French savants followed on the heels of the Mekong Commission.
Lucien Fournereau, an architect who went to Angkor in 1887–88, produced the first truly accurate plans, cross-sections and elevations of the
city’s major architectural complexes.13 By then, it was becoming clear
that dozens – perhaps hundreds – of sites of the same ancient civilization
were scattered throughout much of Cambodia, including the portion
under Siamese control, and beyond the Dangrek Range in what is now
northeastern Thailand and the Champassak region of southern Laos. The
task of compiling an inventory of all these ruins fell to Étienne Aymonier
(1844–1929). Aymonier, a naval man, could read the Sanskrit and Old
Khmer inscriptions and the dates inscribed on these monuments, and
1 Members of the Delaporte expedition among the Khmer ruins, 1873.
2 Transport of a statue from the ruins of Preah Khan of Kompong Svay by the

Delaporte Expedition of 1873. This eventually ended up in Paris. The party had to
cross a large swamp created by the silting up of Preah Khan’s reservoir or baray.

the reports he published in three volumes from 1901 to 1904 (republished
in English translation in Bangkok in 1999) are still important for Khmer
research, since his descriptions, plans, photographs and drawings are all
we have for a few ruins.14

The age of the EFEO
The return of Angkor and the province of Battambang from Siam to
Cambodia in 1907 meant that the French colonial government now had
exclusive jurisdiction over all of (what is now) Cambodia’s cultural heritage,
including the great city itself. The colonial research apparatus was already
in place for an intensive programme of study. This was the École française
d’Extrême-Orient (EFEO), founded in Saigon in 1898, and headquartered
in Hanoi until 1957 (its Cambodian branch was forced by the Khmer Rouge
to close down in 1975). For most of the twentieth century, this magnificent
16
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institution, the counterpart and contemporary of the Oriental Institute
in the Near East and of the Carnegie Institution of Washington in the
Maya area, was responsible for all of the restoration of Angkor, and for
95 per cent of the scholarship that was conducted on the Classic Khmer
civilization and its forerunners. One of the first acts of the EFEO was to
commission Étienne Lunet de Lajonquière to continue Aymonier’s work,
and his remarkable atlas of early sites in what used to be French Indochina
is still a key resource for Khmer studies.15
The EFEO, in concert with other colonial authorities, wasted no time in
establishing the bounds of an archaeological park and developing touristic
routes, hotels and other infrastructure for visitors, much of which remains
in place even today. By the 1920s, Angkor had become a magnet destination
for well-travelled and well-heeled tourists, a situation that lasted up until
the Second World War. Accordingly, the efforts of most EFEO archaeolo-

gists stationed in Siem Reap (the modern city adjacent to Angkor) were
directed towards reconstructing the ancient complex’s ruined structures,
and putting them in some sort of a chronological scheme. Contributing to
this effort were outstanding EFEO figures like Jean Commaille, Louis Finot,
George Groslier, Maurice Glaize, Henri Marchal and Henri Parmentier. In
contrast to the beauty and size of their mortarless buildings, the ancient
architects had occasionally been poor engineers, and putting the jumbled
stones back in order was no easy task. From the Dutch team that had reconstructed Borobudur in Java, the EFEO staff had learned the technique of
anastylosis: taking a building apart stone by stone, rebuilding the core with
modern materials (like concrete), and then putting the numbered stones
back where they belonged [3]. The supremely lovely Banteay Srei was the
first complex to be so treated, not long after it had been famously pillaged
by the adventurer and novelist André Malraux.
This was an age not only of massive reconstruction, but also of epigraphy
and art history. George Cœdès (1886–1969) spent most of his adult life
recording and translating the Sanskrit and Khmer-language inscriptions of
Cambodia and Thailand, and it is thanks to him and his colleagues that we
know the dates and histories of Angkor’s rulers, and of their predecessors
in ‘Funan’ and ‘Zhenla’ (more of these in Chapters 5 and 6).16 On the basis
of these inscriptions, as well as the evolution of relief and in-the-round
stone carving, a kind of history was built up by the EFEO scholars that was
concentrated on specific Angkor kings, their works, and their conquests.
All of this was summed up in masterly fashion by the American diplomat
Lawrence Palmer Briggs, in his still-unsurpassed magnum opus of 1951.
A great deal of scholarly time and energy has been spent in recent years
pointing out the contribution of these early scholars to the establishment
of a grand historical narrative that provided the intellectual foundations
of the French-colonial nation-state, even as they sometimes ignored or
downplayed the importance of indigenous beliefs and customs about
Angkor. Of course, with the benefit of a century of hindsight, these are
easy criticisms to make, but at the same time the contributions of scholars
like Marchal and Groslier to documenting and preserving the diversity of
Cambodian traditions within a period of rapid change – including capturing elements of intangible cultural heritage in text and on film – can
hardly be understated.
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3 Early French archaeologists were faced with the immense task of clearing
and restoring monuments such as the Baphuon, pictured here, that were in a
completely ruinous state.
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worst conceivable form. The Cambodian civil war, and by extension the
war in Indochina, engulfed Angkor. For the following three years, Siem
Reap and Angkor were the scene of hostilities, and Groslier himself was
severely wounded by a Khmer Rouge bullet. Many of his notes and collections were lost, including the catalogue for the huge Baphuon pyramid,
by then dismantled for anastylosis; Groslier was forced at last to return
to France. Phnom Penh fell to the Maoist fanatics in April 1975, and thus
began the Khmer Rouge period and decades of civil strife in the Siem
Reap area. Groslier died in France in 1986, never to return to Cambodia;
in the meantime, many of his theories – damned by association with
Marxism – fell under harsh criticism.

Even within the ranks of traditionally oriented EFEO archaeologists there
were a few scholars who reflected the kind of holistic and anthropologically based archaeology that had begun to be practised in Western Europe
and North America. One of these was the Russian-born Victor Goloubew
(1878–1945), who pioneered the use of aerial photography in the detection
of ancient Khmer hydraulic works. He was ably assisted by the brilliant
young French archaeologist Georges Trouvé; together with Marchal, they
began to get a sense of the full complexity and sophistication of Angkor,
and produced landmark works of settlement archaeology – including
maps – that remained unpublished or mostly unnoticed until the 1990s.
After the disruptions of the Second World War (during much of which
Cambodia was under the jurisdiction of the Vichy regime), a new breed
of French archaeologists arrived on the scene. The most brilliant of these
may have been George Groslier’s son Bernard-Philippe (1926–1986), who
was a professional, modern archaeologist in every respect, interested in
bigger-picture questions regarding the evolution of Classic Angkor, not
just lists of kings, gods and periods of art and architecture. Although a
gaulliste by political affiliation and influenced by Marxist theory, B.-P.
Groslier was rather non-ideological and brought his training in classical
ethnology and anthropology to bear on questions of human–environment
interactions in ways that were thoughtful, nuanced and highly innovative in the 1950s. Building upon previous work by Goloubew, Trouvé and
Marchal, he spent decades articulating a vision of Angkor as a ‘hydraulic
city’, and opened a debate over the nature of the site and its society that
continues to animate Angkorian studies even to this day.18
Not the least of the younger Groslier’s innovations was his introduction of true field archaeology to Cambodia, including his stratigraphic
excavations in the Srah Srang pool area and in the Royal Palace enclosure
of Angkor Thom, as well as his work on an early, circular, moated settlement in southeastern Cambodia near the Vietnam border (see Chapter 4).
Groslier set in motion an extraordinary programme of scientific investigation at Angkor that included many of the hallmarks of modern archaeology:
systematic excavation, remote sensing, radiocarbon dating, establishing
ceramic typologies and reconstructing environments from botanical
remains. All this boded well for the future, but then came disaster in its

Following the liberation of most of Cambodia by the Vietnamese army in
December 1978 and January 1979, and the retreat of the Khmer Rouge to the
Thai border region and other remote areas, conservation efforts resumed at
Angkor. Miraculously, or perhaps because the Khmer Rouge had wished to
preserve it as the ideal to which the nation’s enslaved populace was supposed
to strive, the ancient city had been only slightly damaged by past military
actions. An exception was the temple atop Phnom Bakheng; through its
use as a stronghold by various factions, it has been disfigured in places by
bullet holes. A major obstacle was the thousands of landmines left behind
by the combatants. These had to be cleared before any kind of work could
begin. Another serious problem was the ongoing military conflict between
Cambodian government forces and various rebel factions including the
Khmer Rouge, which lasted until 1998 (when visiting Angkor in 1993, on
the eve of UN-supervised elections, one could hear mortar explosions and
machine-gun fire in the distance, and visitors to the more remote areas
of the World Heritage Site were subject to guerrilla attacks – sometimes
fatal – as late as 1995).
The first post-liberation project at Angkor was an attempt to restore
Angkor Wat by a team from the Archaeological Survey of India between 1986
and 1992, an undertaking that has come under heavy criticism for the drastic
methods used to clean the walls and carvings at this great complex.19 Today,
under the official aegis of APSARA (a French acronym for the Authority
for the Protection and Management of Angkor and the Region of Siem
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The rebirth of Khmer archaeology
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Reap),20 there are several dozen research and/or restoration teams working
at Angkor, from a wide variety of countries – including Japan, France, the
UK, Australia, Germany, China and Cambodia itself. In the twenty-first
century, under the guidance of APSARA and the Ministry of Culture and
Fine Arts, archaeological research projects have also proliferated in areas far
beyond Angkor. Almost every major temple complex in Cambodia has been
the subject of programmes of excavation and survey in recent years, as well
as a multitude of smaller sites. Long-neglected periods of Cambodia’s past
that have been overshadowed by Angkor, for example the prehistoric and
Post-Classic periods, are now the focus of intensive archaeological investigations. Typically, these projects involve both Cambodians and international
partners, but the steady increase in home-grown Cambodian initiatives
augurs well for the future of scholarship in the area.
One of the landmark achievements of recent years has been the
completion of a comprehensive, fully ground-verified archaeological map
that reveals the Angkor region in all of its sophistication and complexity.
From a research point of view, this work has been driven largely by the
pursuit of many of the questions raised by B.-P. Groslier, whose intellectual legacy looms large over many current issues and debates. In terms
of methods, the mapping work has been aided by a rapid succession of
technological advances beyond simple aerial photography (radar imaging,
very high-resolution satellite imagery, and most recently airborne laser
scanning or ‘lidar’) that have allowed archaeologists to see otherwise
undetectable features, and to map them very efficiently over vast areas
of the Cambodian landscape.21
Of course, as we shall see, the Khmer Empire extended over much of
Thailand, especially the Khorat Plateau of the northeast. Because that
country was spared the horrors of the Indochina War, research by Thai
and foreign archaeologists has continued unabated. Almost from the
beginning, Thai archaeology has had a very different and more modern
orientation than that of the older EFEO, being less focused on epigraphy
and art history, and more upon actual stratigraphic excavation and analysis,
assisted by all of the scientific techniques of modern field research. These
investigations have extended from intensive survey and excavation of early
villages of the Neolithic, Bronze and Iron Ages (the Early Farming period
and Iron Age of this book), to large, Classic Khmer centres such as Phimai
22

and Phanom Rung.22 The result is that the archaeological record for early
Thailand – particularly the prehistoric period – has much more depth than
that of Cambodia, but this situation is rapidly changing.
After so many setbacks and with the return of peace to the region, it
appears that the study of the Khmer past has a bright future.

Periods
Compared to Europe, the Near East, and, in the New World, Mesoamerica
and the Andes, the study of Southeast Asian cultural history is in its infancy.
Only Thailand and Vietnam have adequate, long chronologies based
upon ‘dirt’ archaeology and radiocarbon dating. For most of the region,
the kind of evolutionary scenario proposed by such pioneers as Gordon
Childe for western Eurasia, and Julian Steward and Gordon Willey for
the pre-Columbian Americas, has never been considered. The turbulent
and tragic history of twentieth-century Southeast Asia and, in the case of
Cambodia, an almost exclusive reliance on art history and epigraphy, have
all contributed to this intellectual state of affairs.
For the area with which we are most concerned – Cambodia, northeastern Thailand and the Delta of southern Vietnam – we shall see that the
record of its first peopling is very spotty indeed, even though it is likely that
this ‘hunters and gatherers’ period extended over hundreds of thousands
of years. It is not until we get to the earliest settled villages and the beginnings of pottery production that we start to have solid archaeological data,
especially from Thailand, and the possibility of comparing the archaeological
record with cultural-historical schemes worked out elsewhere in the world.
In this book we have taken the liberty of applying to some of the different
evolutionary stages of Khmer culture history terms that have served well
for Mesoamerican studies, and that can be integrated with those proposed
for Thailand by the New Zealand prehistorian Donn Bayard,23 and used in
Charles Higham’s standard text on mainland Southeast Asian archaeology.24
Here are the periods into which the chapters will be organized:

Hunters and gatherers (c. 50,000 BC to 3000 BC). This little-known period
marks the initial peopling of mainland Southeast Asia by modern Homo
sapiens, and is the equivalent of the Palaeolithic and Mesolithic eras of the
western part of the Old World. During it, small bands of hunters with a
23
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technology centred on fairly rudimentary tools of chipped stone and possibly bamboo occupied rockshelters and open-air sites.

Early Farming period (c. 4000 BC to c. 500 BC). This is the age of villages,
and corresponds to Bayard’s General Periods A and B; it is marked by the
advent of settled, village-based farming life, with rice agriculture. At first,
social ranking is fairly weak, but in time these societies become increasingly stratified into chiefdoms. Bronze working is introduced around
1000 BC, and at some point settlements built upon large, irregularly shaped
mounds emerge.
Iron Age (c. 500 BC to c. AD 500). Iron tools and weapons are introduced,
probably from China, as with bronze before them. Some of the circular,
‘red soils’ village sites of eastern Cambodia likely date from this period,
and there is evidence of increasing social complexity, engagement with
regional trading networks in a period of ‘proto-globalization’, and organized, large-scale efforts to reshape and control the natural environment.

downriver. During this time, and even after, the Classic Khmer civilization becomes the model for all subsequent states in the Indianized (that
is, non-Vietnamese and non-‘sinicized’) areas of Southeast Asia.

Post-Classic (c. AD 1300s to AD 1860s). The least known and understood
period in Khmer culture history, the Post-Classic opens with various poorly
documented invasions by Thai armies, and ends with the establishment of
the French Protectorate over Cambodia in 1863. As Cambodia’s fortunes
fell, those of its neighbours Siam and Vietnam rose, and the country lost
many of its lands, including the Delta, which fell into Vietnamese hands.
Theravada Buddhism became the established religion, Buddhist monks
rather than Hindu Brahmins became the state clergy, and spacious wooden
pagodas for congregational worship replaced the stone-built royal temples
that had been dedicated to the old Hindu and Mahayana Buddhist gods.
Relatively little is known of this period, which is often labelled the ‘Dark Ages’
of Cambodian history, but there are intriguing clues which suggest that the
Khmer civilization remained vibrant and dynamic during these centuries.

Early Kingdoms period (c. AD 100 to AD 800). In this era (known elsewhere
as the ‘pre-Angkorian period’ or General Period C) the first truly centralized societies, mostly modest-sized kingdoms, appear along with maritime
trading networks extending from the Mediterranean to India to the Mekong
Delta. Some of these kingdoms were in touch with China, either through
trade or tribute, or both, and they appear grouped in the sketchy Chinese
records as ‘Funan’ and ‘Zhenla’. More importantly, the Early Kingdoms
period saw the long-term and at times intense ‘Indianization’ of mainland
and insular Southeast Asia, and the fusion of local cults with Buddhism
and/or Hinduism to form state religions. The first written records, using
a script derived from Indian prototypes, appear during this era.
Classic (c. AD 800 to AD 1300s). Sometimes called the Angkorian period
(or General Period D), the Classic is the time of Angkor’s greatness, from
the founding of the city as the undisputed capital of the Khmer in around
AD 800, through its apogee as the immense centre of a mighty empire,
and until the inscription of its last Sanskrit text in AD 1327, after which
the great city declined and Cambodia’s capital was ultimately transferred
24

25

