BUDDHISM IN CAMBODIA

Brief intro


Situated in the Mekong valley between Thailand and Vietnam. Early history is poorly documented: Indian cultural and religious influences. Brahmanism and Mahayana Buddhism enjoyed favour and the Sanskrit language was used. Khmers took several hundred years to consolidate their power over the lower Mekong region and around Tonle Sap. Much archaeological remains. Some conclusions about early Khmer kingdom: culturally rich and creative; inscriptions are all connected with religious shrines; administratively well organized. Hinduism was predominant, in particular the linga cult of Siva was the essence of court religion.

Theme of conquest

Power consolidation – role of religion

Religious tolerance

Jayavarman II (8th century)


Founder of the Angkor kingdom (though not the actual city). Came to throne with a fierce desire to attain independence from Javanese overloads. Took into service a Brahman, Sivakaivalya, who became the first priest of the new cult which he established as the official religion – the Deva-raja (god-king. This is a form of Saivism which centers on the worship of a linga as the king’s sacred personality transmitted to him by Siva through the medium of his priest. Prosperity of the kingdom is considered to be bound up with the welfare of the royal linga. Its sanctuary was at the summit of a temple-mountain, natural or artificial, which was at the center of the capital and was regarded the axis of the universe.


From his time onwards for several centuries, it was the duty of every Khmer king to raise temple-mountain for the preservation of the royal linga. Thus arose the great temples. His reign made a great impression upon his kingdom. He was the founder of its greatness.


In the 9th and 10 centuries Saivism predominated. By the 12th century, Vaisnavism was powerful enough to inspire great foundations, such as Angkor Wat. But Buddhism always had its followers and was tolerated. There was much syncretism and the old cults of animism and ancestor-worship continued to be the real religion for the masses. In social life, while the Laws of Manu and other Brahmanical codes were officially recognized by the Court, the deciding factor in most matters was immemorial custom.

Suryavarma I (1002-50)


Claimed the throne after winning a long civil war. Said to have been a son of a King of Tambralinga and to have claimed the throne by virtue of descent through his mother. Chiengmai chronicle of a much later date described Khmer expansion in the Menam valley during his reign. An inscription at Lopburi dating from this period claims that his empire included both the Mon kingdom of Dvaravati and the Malay kindom of Tambralinga, (later Ligor). Local chronicles credited him with the occupation of Mekong valley as far north as Chiengsen but archaeology shows no traces of it beyond Luang Prabang.

Came from a Buddhist kingdom. Shown special favour to the religion, though maintaining cult of the Deva-raja. Evidence to show that Mahayana Buddhism flourished here in the 11th century under royal patronage. An inscription in Sanskrit verse found at Prah Khan (Preah Khan in central eastern Cambodia states “Homage to the Buddha in whom alone the word omniscient has found its real meaning and whose words alone are found logically true”. Evidence that Theravadin Buddhism flourished too.

Posthumous name – Nirvanapada


During reign of his son Udayadityavarma II, Anawrahta of Pagan reduced Mon people of S Burma and took Thaton. T’ai tradition asserts that Anawarahta extended his conquests as far as Lopburi and Dvaravati and the Khmers had to recognize Burmses suzerainty over the conquered territories as the price of receiving back Lopburi. This king was fervently Saivite.

Suryavarman II (1113-50)

Most powerful king of Khmer history. Armies went farther than any before in Khmer history. According to Chinese record of the Sung Dynastry, this kingdom extended its rule from Champa to the borders of Pagan (some question here) and to Grahi on the eastern coast of Malay peninsula.

Vaisnavism was predominant during his reign. Founded Angkor Wat – arguably the world’s largest religious building in the world. In the central shrine of this temple was a golden statue of Visnu on a Garuda, identified with Suryavarman II, who was defined as Visnu.

Signs of growing support for Buddhism

Second half of the 12th century witnessed the growing importance of Buddhism in Cambodia. King Dharanindravarman II (1150-60) was Buddhist.

More significantly was reign of Jayavarman VII (1181-1218), a staunch Buddhist who encouraged and supported its propagation and development in his empire. All of his inscriptions made it quite clear that he patronized Mahayana Buddhism.

Who introduced Theravadin Buddhism?


There is evidence to show that Theravadin Buddhism existed in Cambodia in the 14th century AD. An inscription dating to 1308 was found in a temple near Siemreap, written partly in Pali and partly in Khmer. Belieed to be the earliest Pali inscription in Cambodia and was composed by Indravarman III after his abdication. Became a monk. Retreated to a forest monastery. Devoted himself to study and practice of Theravadin Buddhism.


LP Briggs believes that the Khmers were influenced by the Mons from Lopburi. They had fled lower Menam valley during Siamese invasions in the 13th century to settle in Cambodia, and were responsible for the introduction of Sihala Buddhism to the region.


But it cannot rule out that the Siamese had a role in the popularization of Theravadin Buddhism in Cambodia. Sung records observed that before Indravarman III, Siamese invaded Cambodia. Highly possible that they exerted religious and spiritual impact on Cambodia and contributed to the establishment and development of Thevadin Buddhism.

Cultural links with SL


Jinakalamali has an account of cultural connections between Cambodia and SL in the 15th century. In around 1423, 8 Cambodian monks headed by Mahañanasiddhi (himself a Khmer) with 25 monks from Nabbisipura went to SL to receive upasampada ordination at the hands of Sinhalese Mahatheras. Subsequently another 6 Mon monks from the Ramaññadesa joined them. Having studied the sacred texts from the SL Mahatheras, they were ordained in the presence of a 20 Sihala Mahatheras in 1424 at Kalyani.

