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In the precious period of cool before sunrise, Borobudur, the great Buddhist stupa in Central Java, looms as a dark mass against the sky. For the moment, its outlines are softened by the early morning mist and the wood smoke drifting from the cooking fires of nearby villages. Very soon, its shape will become clear, sharply defined by the sun’s burning rays, for the passage from night to day comes quickly in the lands of Southeast Asia. This is not a region of long, drawn-out twilights and slow changes from a dim light at dawn to the full light of day. And with the sun the vast dimensions of the monument will become apparent. Although at its highest point it rises no more than 35 metres, each of its four sides is 123 metres long, so that a visitor contemplates the terraced mass of a structure conveying a sense of concentrated spiritual power.

[image: 9781741151541txt_0008_001]
The Borobudur monument in central Java was completed in the ninth century. Massive in size, it was a major site for Buddhist pilgrimages. (PHOTOGRAPH COURTESY OF EDITIONS DIDIER MILLET ARCHIVES)
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Of all the ancient monuments found in Java, Borobudur is the greatest. It was built at a time when Buddhism was slowly replacing the Hindu beliefs of the Javanese. It is a text in stone.

Walking around the five square terraces of the stupa, moving clockwise to mimic the course of the sun, a modern-day visitor gazes at a seemingly endless series of carvings. Here are representations of the Buddhist scriptures and scenes drawn from the life of the Buddha. For countless pilgrims in the past, the act of walking around the stupa was part of a rich spiritual journey and a way to gain merit. To reach the summit of the monument involved walking and climbing no less than five kilometres before ascending the final three circular terraces at the top. There, surrounded by 72 small stupas, each containing a seated statue of the Buddha, it is possible for the first time to appreciate the physical setting of Borobudur in all its splendour.

Built on top of a modest hill, the monument looks out across a lush green landscape towards a ring of towering volcanoes on the northern and eastern horizons. The grandest of these is Mount Merapi, the ‘Mountain of Fire’, rising 2911 metres, its endlessly smoking summit a constant reminder of its potential for unleashing destructive power, as happened in 1930 when its eruption killed more than a thousand people in a single day. Merapi, the other volcanoes, and the jagged limestone ridges looming away to the south of Borobudur are a reminder of the smallness of man and of the search for spiritual guidance in the face of natural forces beyond human control.

Borobudur was completed in the ninth century CE. (‘CE’, Common Era, replaces usage of ‘AD’.) Imposing as it is, Borobudur is only one of the many monuments dating back more than a thousand years that are located in the richly productive plains of Central Java. Here, too, are the temples of Prambanan, the smaller but no less striking monuments strung out through the Kedu Valley around Borobudur itself, and the less well-known temples of the Dieng Plateau. All testify to the richness of a past civilisation in a region that has been settled for more than two thousand years. Today, the hub of the region is Yogyakarta, a royal city with a well-remembered link to the Indonesian Revolution which won independence from the colonial Dutch in 1949. It is a city with few high-rise buildings and a kraton, or palace, built in a traditional architectural style that remains at the centre of its identity. Yet Yogyakarta is also very much part of the modern world. Away from the kraton, this is a world of bustling streets and noisy traffic, the site of a major university and a transport hub for the surrounding region.

In contrast, Yogyakarta’s ‘twin’ city, Surakarta (often referred to by its shorter name of Solo), 60 kilometres distant, gives the impression of a location that has only grudgingly surrendered to the demands of the modern world. Like Yogyakarta, Solo is a royal city, housing the palaces of two royal families, Solo’s inhabitants claim it maintains a deeper association with traditional arts ranging from music and drama to the production of fine batik cloth. With fewer tourist visitors and a less frenetic street life, Solo clings to its reputation for refined and timeless elegance.

[image: 9781741151541txt_0011_001]
Court ceremonies remain important in the sultanates of central Java. Here, two members of the Sultan of Solo’s court wait for a major ceremony to begin.

These two cities and the many monuments lying close to them are a reminder that the complex past and the often difficult present are inextricably mixed together in the region that we call Southeast Asia. It is a world that deserves exploration, rewarding those who do so with a sense of the region’s rich past, its triumphs and its tragedies.

Legacies of the past

The monuments of Central Java are only one example of the legacy the past has left throughout Southeast Asia in the form of the ruins of ancient cities and abandoned temple complexes. Possibly even better known to outsiders than the monuments of Central Java are the temples of Angkor in Cambodia, and most particularly the greatest of them all, Angkor Wat. Dating from a period between the ninth and fourteenth centuries CE, the temple ruins of Angkor stand as testimony to what was once the greatest land empire in ‘classical’ Southeast Asia, a period bounded by the seventh and fifteenth centuries. At Pagan, one hundred and fifty kilometres southwest of Mandalay, another great temple complex stands as a reminder of a time when wealth and power was concentrated in this area of Burma (now officially called Myanmar) until the Mongols invaded from China in the thirteenth century. And dating from later periods, there are major monumental remains to be found at Sukhothai, Si Satchinali, and Ayuthia in Thailand.

All of these monuments are linked by common cultural threads to Hinduism and Buddhism, religions that had their origins in India but which came to have their own distinctive character in the countries of Southeast Asia. Their architecture also has links to Indian models, but these were models that were reworked and transformed in their Southeast Asian settings. These local (non-Indian) elements in religion and architecture are two of the more obvious reasons that led scholars in the twentieth century to start talking about Southeast Asia as a region that deserved to be known in its own right and not merely as an extension of other regions. Whatever the cultural inheritance the countries of Southeast Asia received from India, and in Vietnam’s case, from China, no-one today would speak of them, as scholars once did, as ‘Further India’ or ‘Little China’.

The Southeast Asian region and its individual countries have only been subjects of study for a relatively short time when compared to the attention that has been given to the culture and history of Europe, India or China. And where attention has focused on Southeast Asia, there is a tendency to think of the region’s history either in terms of the very recent past, or in relation to some of its best-known monumental remains, such as Borobudur, Angkor or Pagan. However understandable it is to think in these terms, to do so is to lose sight of a rich mosaic of events and personalities associated with less well-known periods. And even when the monumental remains scattered throughout the region are recognised for their architectural magnificence, it is frequently the case that too little attention is given to the civilisations that brought them into being.

[image: 9781741151541txt_0013_001]
The Thatbinnyu Pahto temple at Pagan. Some 2500 temples and stupas are spread over this great temple site in central Burma, which flourished between the eleventh and thirteenth centuries.

The temples at Angkor illustrate this fact. There was already a mighty city at Angkor in the eleventh century, with a population of upwards of a million at a time when London was still not England’s capital city and had a population of less than forty thousand huddled in a settlement of poor housing and garbage-filled streets. Moreover, with its sophisticated system of water management and the magnificence of its royal court, Angkor was a city whose greatness could impress even the sceptical Chinese visitor who came there in 1267. This man, Chou Ta-kuan (Zhou Daguan in the Pinyin transcription of Chinese) has left us with the only eyewitness account of the Angkorian empire. Or, to take another example, there is no widespread knowledge of the manner in which, seven centuries before Columbus crossed the Atlantic, Indonesian sailors were regularly navigating their fragile vessels from the Straits of Malacca to the ports of southern China, sometimes without an intermediate landfall. These were mighty feats of seamanship linked to an international trade that for a period rivalled the better-known commerce between east and west associated with the Silk Route.

Unity and cohesion in a vast region

To talk of Southeast Asia, as we do today, is to use a term that would have been unfamiliar sixty years ago, except to a few specialists. Before the Second World War, all but one of the eleven countries that today make up Southeast Asia were ruled by colonial powers. Thailand was the exception, but elsewhere Britain ruled over Burma and the regions that now form Malaysia, and Singapore. In addition, Brunei was under British protection. France was the colonial power in Cambodia, the territories that make up modern Laos, and Vietnam. The United States was the colonial power in the Philippines. And in the country that is now by far the largest in Southeast Asia, in terms of population, the Dutch held sway over the Netherlands East Indies, while next-door to the Dutch possession in the western part of Timor, the Portuguese ruled over the tiny colonial enclave of East Timor. So, in the period when colonialism still flourished, it’s not surprising that people spoke of ‘British Malaya’ or ‘French Indochina’ rather than in the terms familiar to us today.

Beyond the temples with their locally developed architectural character, and the fact that apects of the religions of the region drew on local traditions as well as beliefs that had their origins in India, what were the other reasons that led scholars to argue that there was a Southeast Asian region—a region that had a unity that went beyond the borders colonial rulers had drawn on the map?

Rituals followed in the royal courts of Southeast Asia were, and in some cases still are, an example of shared heritages throughout the region, particularly in mainland states such as Burma, Thailand, Cambodia and Laos, but also extending into the royal courts found in Malaysia and Indonesia. An awareness of the existence of shared languages became one of the most powerful reasons for thinking beyond boundaries imposed by the colonial powers. As linguists studied the mainland of Southeast Asia they became aware that some major languages were not simply confined to a single country. The Tai language, with many differences in dialect, was and is one of the most striking examples of this fact. Tai speakers make up the overwhelming majority of the population of Thailand, but their linguistic cousins are spread over a wide area of the mainland. In Burma, the Shans, a major ethnic minority, are Tai speakers. Tai is spoken in Laos, in the south of China’s Yunnan Province, in the northwestern regions of Vietnam, and even in the north of Malaysia in the states of Kelantan and Trengganu (though in this latter case, it is less the case today than was common four or five decades ago).

Another important example of linguistic unity is the broad spread of the Indonesian/Malay language throughout the maritime regions of Southeast Asia. Here, again, there are considerable differences from region to region, from the east coast of peninsular Malaysia to the eastern islands of Indonesia, but variants of the basic language are spoken throughout modern Brunei, Indonesia and Malaysia, in southern Thailand, and in the southern islands of the Philippines. There are even well-established Indonesian/ Malay-speaking communities on the southern coasts of Cambodia and Vietnam.

[image: 9781741151541txt_0016_001]
Mainland Southeast Asia: Distribution of Tai-speaking peoples The Tai language is not only the principal language of the population of Thailand. It is, in addition, spoken widely by the Shans of Burma, by the lowland population of Laos, and in the northern parts of Vietnam, Cambodia and Malaysia. Tai speakers are also to be found in the extreme south of China.

These are obvious enough examples of linguistic unities that spread across borders that were drawn during colonial times and which with a very few exceptions remain in place today. In some cases, linguistic unities are only apparent to skilled specialists, so that non-specialists find it surprising that Cambodian (a non-tonal language) and Vietnamese (a tonal language) are believed to have a common, if very distant, linguistic ancestor.

The place of the family in society and the status of women were yet other reasons for scholars to start looking at shared characteristics from one country to another. The importance of the nuclear or individual family in much of Southeast Asia contrasts with the importance placed on the extended family in India. And linked to the place of the nuclear as opposed to the extended family was a recognition of the generally important place allotted to women in the peasant society of traditional Southeast Asia. This importance contrasted with the place women occupied in both Chinese and Indian society.

A further step along the path to looking at the region as a whole rather than simply on a country-by-country basis came during the Second World War, when the allied forces fighting Japan established a Southeast Asian Command to distinguish the region from China and India. Then, in the post-war world, historians and political scientists were struck by the range of broad political similarities that could be seen within the countries of Southeast Asia. Here were countries seeking to gain their independence, some through revolution and some by negotiation with the colonial powers. Now there were questions to be asked about why some former colonies avoided revolution, as was the case in Malaysia and the Philippines, while bitter fighting accompanied the revolutions that took place in Indonesia and Vietnam. Southeast Asia came to be seen as a region that was full of interest for the similarities and contrasts found in the region as a whole.

While to speak or write of ‘Southeast Asia’ has nowadays become commonplace, we often use the term without sufficient thought for just how vast the region is and the great size of some of the national populations within it. These facts become clear when we consider some basic statistics. Of the ten countries that make up the region, five have populations in excess of forty million people. Four—Indonesia, the Philippines, Thailand and Vietnam —have populations over seventy million. What is more, with over 210 million people, Indonesia is the fourth largest country, in terms of population, in the world. In total, Southeast Asia’s population represents around 8 per cent of the world’s total. With estimates of China’s population set at between 20 and 25 per cent of the world’s total, the sum of Southeast Asia’s population may be seen as sizeable indeed.

Population size of Southeast Asian countries as at 1998 and estimated population in 2025 (figures in millions) 



	1998	2025	 
	Brunei	0.3	0.5
	Burma (Myanmar)	47	68
	Cambodia	11	17
	East Timor	0.8	unavailable
	Indonesia	205	275
	Laos	5	10
	Malaysia	22	68
	Philippines	73	116
	Singapore	3.8	4.3
	Thailand	61	71
	Vietnam	79	110

Geography, climate and population pressures

The sheer size of the Southeast Asian region, stretching over more than 35 degrees of latitude and nearly 50 degrees of longitude, alerts us to the great variations that exist in the region’s physical character. The most obvious differences are those between the countries of mainland Southeast Asia (Burma, Cambodia, Laos, Thailand and Vietnam) and the maritime countries (Brunei, East Timor, Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines and Singapore). Throughout history the bulk of the region’s population has been concentrated in lowland settlements, along the coasts and by rivers and lakes, but these facts only tell part of the story of geography and human settlement patterns.

Take the example of settlement within a single country, Vietnam. The pattern can vary from the high-density settlement found in the Red River Delta in northern Vietnam to the much less-concentrated settlement found in that country’s other major delta region, the Mekong Delta in the south. The settlement patterns in adjacent countries, even along the same river, the Mekong, can be very different, as is the case for Cambodia and Vietnam. With Cambodia’s much smaller population (Cambodia’s population is about twelve million, Vietnam’s over seventy million), there is a very different pattern of agriculture with large areas of arable land left uncultivated. To travel by road from Phnom Penh to Saigon (Ho Chi Minh City) is to see this difference in stark relief. Cambodia’s villages appear isolated one from the other, and the countryside is often untilled with only tall sugar palms providing a sense of scale in the flat landscape. Cross the border and there seem to be no areas of land that have been left uncultivated. Villages appear to run together, forming a near-continuous ribbon development along roads and canals. With vast areas of land used to grow rice, there is little place for trees.

There are great contrasts that stem from basic geography, from the difference between hill and valley and between those areas favoured by climate and those where rainfall is infrequent and uncertain. Almost all Southeast Asia lies in the tropical zone, yet this does not mean that tropical abundance is universal. The lives of the hill people who live in the upland regions of Thailand, Burma and Laos, are dictated by their harsh physical environment. They have little in common with those who enjoy the tropical lushness of more favoured regions.

The image of Southeast Asia as an area of lushness, growth and fertility needs considerable qualification. It can be all these things, but it can also be a region where population pressures and the nature of the land mean that life is a continuous battle for survival. Nothing is more misleading than the endless green of ripening crops on the Indonesian island of Java, where an ever-increasing population, now well in excess of 100 million, is jammed into an area little different from that of the United Kingdom, a country with a population of about sixty million and possessing a highly developed industrialised economy. The result for Java is that there are areas of the island where the population has been growing progressively poorer since the nineteenth century, as the number of people supported by the same amount of land grows larger and larger. Nevertheless, parts of Java, at least, are favoured by rich soil and predictable rains. By contrast, the shifting cultivators of Laos’s uplands must contend with poor soils that mean that they can never hope to achieve more than basic subsistence despite the monsoon rains that pour down each year. Viewing the tiered rice terraces on Bali, another Indonesian island favoured by its soils and its rains, a visitor sees an apparent harmony between man and nature. Too often that same visitor fails to recognise the endless labour that has gone into building and maintaining those terraces. For fertile though the soil may be, the areas available for agriculture in Bali’s largely mountainous terrain provide only a limited number of areas where rice may be grown.

[image: 9781741151541txt_0020_001]
A shortage of land suitable for cultivation has often meant that peasant farmers have had to construct terraces in order to grow crops, as seen in this illustration of a rice terrace in Bali.

[image: 9781741151541txt_0021_001]
The summit of Mount Kinabalu in the Malaysian state of Sabah, in northern Borneo. At a height of more than 4000 metres, the mountain is a reminder that Southeast Asia has a very varied topography.

The dry zone of Burma, the snow-covered mountains of West Papua and the gaunt, treeless summit of Sabah’s Mount Kinabalu are reminders that Southeast Asia’s geography is far from uniformly made up of rice fields and palm trees. Neither is there uniformity throughout the Southeast Asian world in terms of where people live. The image of the region consisting largely of peasants living in rural villages is simply no longer true. This was the case a century ago, but the situation is very different today. Singapore, of course, is overwhelmingly urban. It no longer possesses the areas of jungle that once provided a home for man-eating tigers which, according to one resident writing in the 1860s, killed someone on almost a daily basis. It should be noted, though, that ‘Stripey’, the animal shot dead in the billiards room of Raffles Hotel in 1902, had escaped from a circus rather than the jungle. More surprising to a newcomer to the region is the fact that in both Malaysia and the Philippines more than 40 per cent of the populations live in towns, while even in Indonesia the figure for urban dwellers is over 30 per cent. The contrast lies in the settlement patterns found in both Cambodia and Laos, where 80 per cent of the population still lives outside cities and towns.

Since the Second World War, the fast-growing cities of Southeast Asia have been magnets for rural dwellers who have flocked out of the countryside, where they have seen little hope of change and virtually no prospect of prosperity. Many, perhaps most, have been disappointed with what they have found, but the pull of the cities has remained strong nevertheless. For Thailand’s capital, Bangkok, this has meant the growth of the city from a population in 1960 of a million and a half inhabitants to a current population touching eleven million, bringing notoriously enormous traffic jams. Bangkok’s story is repeated in other ‘primate cities’, such as Indonesia’s Jakarta. It is not only capital cities that have grown rapidly and dramatically in size. Throughout Southeast Asia, the past five decades have been ones in which urban settlements have been transformed in size; this is true whether considering Chiang Mai in northern Thailand or Davao City on the island of Mindanao in the southern Philippines.

Unity in diversity 

‘Unity in diversity’ is the national motto of Indonesia. Balancing these two concepts against each other will be a persistent theme in the pages that follow, as will an effort to find, in Southeast Asia’s past history, events that help us to understand the present. Exploring those past events offers an insight into the life and beliefs of a large and fascinating segment of the world’s population. It is a world where religion remains of vital importance. Islam is the dominant religion in Indonesia and Malaysia, while Buddhism predominates in Burma, Cambodia, Laos and Thailand, and is present in a different form in Vietnam. Christianity is the national religion of the Philippines but it has an important role elsewhere in the region, even in Indonesia. And, in the special case of Bali, a version of Hinduism is embraced by that island’s population. There is even a syncretic religion in Vietnam, Cao Daiism, which draws on a range of other religions for its doctrines. It has a hierarchy of cardinals, both male and female, and regards William Shakespeare as a saint.

[image: 9781741151541txt_0023_001]
Buddhism is the predominant religion in Burma, Cambodia, Laos and Thailand. The monks seen in this photograph are receiving gifts of food at the beginning of the day.

[image: 9781741151541txt_0023_002]
Islam is a powerful religious force in maritime Southeast Asia. Increasingly its mosques are constructed in a middle eastern architectural style, as seen in this picture of the Sultan Mosque in Singapore.

[image: 9781741151541txt_0024_001]
Christian churches are found throughout Southeast Asia, including Singapore, where this Armenian church is located. Only in the Philippines is Christianity more than a minority religion.

In terms of cultural achievement, quite apart from contemporary political interest, Southeast Asia warrants more attention than it has received up until now. From the grandeur of the ‘classical’ years through the transformations that accompanied the arrival and eventual paramountcy of the European powers, from the bitter wars of revolution to the joys and problems of independence— here is a world both waiting and deserving to be better known.



PART I

Southeast Asia
 up to the Second 
World War



1 
Great cities and great
 empires in the ‘Lands
 of Gold’

Over the past fifty years archaeology, in the absence of written records, has slowly but steadily expanded our knowledge of early Southeast Asia. From archeology we know that there were people living in Southeast Asia who were skilled in casting metals and making pottery as early as 3000 years BCE (Before Common Era). But when it comes to consulting written records it is not until the second and third centuries CE that the first fragmentary sources become available. These exist for the centuries leading up to the classical period in Southeast Asia. This period was remarkable for its significant cultural achievements, and was what might be called Southeast Asia’s Golden Age. It was a period in Southeast Asia marked by the emergence of empires that left their mark in the temples of Angkor in Cambodia and monuments such as the Borobudur in central Java, the vast temple complex at Pagan in Burma and the remnants of the temples of Champa, a state that once flourished along the central coast of modern Vietnam. It was also a period in which a very different empire flourished, one that has left only the barest of physical remains. This was the maritime empire of Srivijaya which, with a capital on the Indonesian island of Sumatra, controlled the passage of trade through the Malacca Straits. In discussing this classical period, and in very broad chronological terms, we are talking about the era between the seventh and fifteenth centuries CE.

The inheritance of history

There is one very powerful reason for using the term ‘classical’ to describe this period in Southeast Asian history. For by doing so we take account of the continuing weight of past history and cultural traditions for the people of contemporary Southeast Asia. Just as the achievements of ancient Greece and Rome are part of the West’s collective memory, so an awareness of the greatness of the past is present in the minds of modern Southeast Asians. This is an awareness that exists at various levels, depending most obviously on an individual’s education and background. A Javanese peasant may not be able to explain the detailed meaning of the carvings on the temples at Prambanan, but he or she still lives within a cultural environment that has values linking the present with the time when those temples were built.

Cultural memories of the past such as these are not always positive in character. Both Norodom Sihanouk, Cambodia’s longtime leader, and Pol Pot, the man who headed the murderous Khmer Rouge regime in the same country, appealed to the memory of the great Angkorian empire as they shaped their twentieth-century policies. They praised Angkor’s ability to construct great temples as they tried to transform Cambodia into a state that could stand strong against the threats they saw posed by more powerful neighbours. In Pol Pot’s case, his vision that Cambodia could match Angkor’s greatness led to terrible tyranny and the death of two million of his compatriots as he presided over an effort to match the great public works of dams and canals built by Angkor’s kings.

In the very special case of Vietnam, the one country in Southeast Asia to be deeply influenced by Chinese culture, memories of a different kind have lasted for more than a thousand years. Modern Vietnamese still hold vivid memories of the way in which a great national hero, Ngo Quyen, succeeded in throwing off Chinese political control of their country in 939 CE. In a paradox that is well-known to the Vietnamese themselves, a fierce determination after that date to be independent of China went hand in hand with a readiness to adopt Chinese models of administration, of architecture and of a writing system using Chinese characters. Vietnam’s fierce commitment to independence was proudly expressed by a warrior-official, Nguyen Trai, after his countrymen expelled the Chinese after a period of occupation by the Ming dynasty in the fifteenth century. In a poem, ironically written in classical Chinese, Nguyen Trai recalled that:



Our people long ago established Vietnam as an independent nation with its own civilisation.

We have our own mountains and our own rivers, our own customs and traditions,

And these are different from a foreign country to the north [China].

We have sometimes been weak and sometimes been strong,

But we have never lacked for heroes.

The emergence of states and the role of India

To write of Vietnam and how it gained independence from China in the tenth century is to leap far ahead of the time when the first identifiable Southeast Asian states emerge into hazy view in the third and fourth centuries. At that time, Vietnam was an outpost of the Chinese empire with an identity linked to the Red River Delta in the north of modern Vietnam. Even more shadowy were the states in the rest of Southeast Asia. We first know of them from Chinese records and quite recent archeological research. From the sixth century onwards, our knowledge comes increasingly from the translation of inscriptions carved into stone. But before there were political units that can be described as states there were small centres of population that are probably best termed ‘settlements’.

In attempting to describe these settlements, it’s also important to note that there were areas of Southeast Asia in this early period about which we know nothing, or virtually nothing. These were areas that remained outside Western knowledge until a quite late historical date. This is notably so for the eastern islands of modern Indonesia and for all of the Philippines. In the case of the Philippines, before the arrival of Spanish colonisers in the sixteenth century, there are only the briefest records of Chinese trade with that country’s northern islands. So our written records start with colonial times and these tell us little about the nature of pre-colonial society.

It is not surprising that the first settlements of which we have any substantial knowledge were established in locations with natural physical advantages. These advantages provided the opportunity for settled populations to grow crops and to catch fish, in contrast to the nomadic life led by hunter-gatherer societies. And since it is clear that these early settlements were linked to an international maritime trade that moved between the east (China) and the west (the Indian sub-continent), they were necessarily located on or near the coast, and usually close to rivers which provided links with their hinterland. The best-known of these settlements, Oc Eo, was established on the coast of what is today southern Vietnam, close to the western edge of the Mekong Delta. (Today, with the steady advance of the coastline as the result of silt brought down the Mekong, Oc Eo’s site is now some distance inland.)

The Mekong Delta was a region where human settlement transformed a water-sodden land.

. . . we must imagine a largely waterlogged world of black mud and mangrove trees, bordered by thick tropical forest where the land rose away from the flooded plain. Drainage canals had only slowly begun to ensure that some areas were protected from the annual floods that came with the rainy season . . . there was so much water that one of the earliest Chinese visitors to the [Mekong] delta wrote of ‘sailing through Cambodia’.

Conquering the vast marshy tracts of the Mekong Delta was a necessity for the rise of the earliest settlements in areas that were to become part, many centuries later, of Cambodia and Vietnam. This necessity is captured in one of the Cambodian national birth legends, which tells of the arrival of a prince from India, named Kambu, who married the daughter of the Naga King, or Serpent Spirit of the Waters, who ruled over the land that was to become Cambodia. Approving of the union between Kambu and his daughter, Soma, the Naga King used his magic powers to drink the waters covering the land where the couple were to live. There could be few more graphic affirmations of the importance of the slow but essential battle waged by the delta’s earliest inhabitants to transform the environment.

(MILTON OSBORNE, THE MEKONG: TURBULENT PAST, UNCERTAIN FUTURE, 2000)

If we try to imagine what Oc Eo, and dozens of other small settlements along the coastline of modern Thailand and Malaysia, might have looked like, we should picture them as pockets of occupation in cleared land that had once been part of a vast forest or a swampy coastal marsh. In Oc Eo’s case, aerial photographs have revealed traces of major canals that were built to aid both transport and drainage. And objects found by archeologists at Oc Eo make clear that this settlement had trade links which extended as far afield as the Roman Mediterranean to the west, and China to the east. But it is only with later Chinese written records, and then with inscriptions engraved on stone, that we begin to gain a picture of the type of states that slowly came into being in Southeast Asia. It is with this later evidence that we encounter the important influence that Indian culture had in the region.

For decades there has been a debate as to how Indian culture came to play its part in the early and classical period of Southeast Asian history and about the degree of its importance. There is still no absolute certainty about these issues, but there is now a generally shared set of conclusions. It is generally agreed there was never any major migration of people from India to Southeast Asia. Instead, a limited number of people travelled to Southeast Asia from India. Some of these were Brahmins (Hindu priests), some were Buddhist monks, and some were traders searching for routes to replace the overland routes to China through Central Asia. In part, the traders travelled to the east from India because of a decision made by the Roman Emperor Vespasian who, in the first century, had banned the export of gold to India. Searching for a new source of gold, they looked to Southeast Asia, which became known as ‘the lands’ or ‘islands of gold’. Once the Indian priests and monks reached the small states that were beginning to emerge in Southeast Asia, they found that their religions, Hinduism and Buddhism, proved attractive to the local rulers and their subjects. There is a contrary point of view, which places greater emphasis on Southeast Asians travelling to India. There, according to this view, they embraced Indian religions and culture before returning to their homelands.

A prime reason why Indian cultural ideas gained a foothold in Southeast Asia was that they fitted easily with the religions and beliefs already existing there. Take the example of the importance attached in the Hindu religion to the lingam, a representation in stone of the Hindu god Shiva’s phallus and so symbolising both divine and earthly generative powers. Indian veneration of the lingam is believed to have fitted well with a similar veneration in Southeast Asia of erect stones as fertility symbols. What is more, there was a highly practical aspect to the process being described, for the Indian priests, and perhaps some who simply claimed to be priests, were custodians of knowledge that was very useful to the Southeast Asian rulers they now met. The knowledge of Indian culture that was brought to Southeast Asia did not just relate to religious concepts. In a way similar to the role of the learned clergy of medieval Europe, Hindu priests and Buddhist monks were also men with a knowledge of astronomy and astrology, of architecture and of statecraft. Men such as these could advise a ruler on how to deal with his neighbours, on how to construct a temple and when to expect a major astronomical event, with all the spiritual symbolism that was attached to great natural events such as eclipses of the sun.

Yet whatever the importance of imported Indian knowledge and its convergence with existing beliefs, there were some vital aspects of Southeast Asian life that appear not to have required any foreign input. Probably most important were the agricultural techniques involved in wet-rice cultivation. This fundamental contribution to establishing settled communities was indigenous to the Southeast Asian region, wherever else it developed.

The rich horde of inscriptions associated with Cambodia provide a detailed account of the role played by Brahmin priests in the Angkorian empire. But this was not a simple transplantation of India into Southeast Asia. Some priests continued to come from India, but by the time of the classical period, most of those performing priestly duties were local men. And while Indian culture exercised an important influence over parts of Southeast Asia, in doing so it was transformed by local circumstances. There is, for instance, much overlapping of religious symbolism between the temples of Southeast Asia and those of India, but they are not the same. The great temples at Angkor, or Pagan, or Prambanan, are visibly different from the equally famous Indian temples at Orissa. The Southeast Asian temples are marked by local genius, however much they drew on Indian models. The central towers that represent the homes of the gods are shaped differently, and the Buddhist stupas found throughout mainland Southeast Asia have their own distinctive shape. Difference is readily observable in the sculpture and other plastic arts found in Southeast Asia, so that when viewed together there is no difficulty in separating one from the other. Moreover, whatever the importance of Indian influences, some of the most fundamental aspects of Indian culture were never transferred to Southeast Asia. Notably, the rigid Hindu caste system never took root in Southeast Asia, despite the use of caste terms that can be found in early inscriptions and the use of caste terms in modern Bali.

[image: 9781741151541txt_0036_001]
The Hindu temples of Bali are strikingly distinctive in their architectural character. The temples shown here are at Pura Taman Ayun, near Mengwi, Bali.

The rise and fall of two great empires

In any discussion of the classical period of early Southeast Asian history, two very different examples of early empires have attracted particular attention—the land-based empire of Angkor, located in modern Cambodia, and the maritime empire of Srivijaya, with its principal base on the Indonesian island of Sumatra. Concentrating on these two empires does not diminish the importance of the other states that grew to power in central Java, around the great Burmese temple complex at Pagan, or in Champa. Neither does it mean the particular case of Vietnam can be neglected. It is simply that Angkor and Srivijaya are the most striking, and, at the same time, very different examples of the kinds of states that existed in the early or classical period. Moreover, in contrast to some other states that existed in classical times, the empires associated with Angkor and Srivijaya were important over a long historical period.

The glory of Angkor 

Angkor rose to a dominating position over much of mainland Southeast Asia as a result of a remarkable combination of human genius, religious belief and geographical location. Yet many of the details explaining Angkor’s rise to glory are either unknown or a cause for the familiar disputes that are associated with efforts to breathe life into a historical period where the evidence is often limited.

We do know, for this is quite clear from the inscriptions that form such an important part of our knowledge of Angkorian Cambodia, that in 802 CE, a dynamic ruler, known to us as Jayavarman II, took the Angkorian throne. In doing so, he brought unity to what appears to have been a series of small states located in the territory of modern Cambodia. Instead of linking himself with these small states that existed in the seventh and eighth centuries, Jayavarman established a new capital in the region that was to be the centre of Cambodian power for the following six centuries. Not all of Jayavarman’s successors matched his talents, but the evidence is clear that enough of them did for them to be able to build the most remarkable collection of great temples to be found anywhere in Southeast Asia. And these temple were not just built in the region close to the modern provincial town of Siemreap but extended throughout the territory of what is now modern Cambodia, and also into modern Thailand and Laos. To build these temples required the mobilisation of enormous manpower. Angkor Wat, the largest religious monument ever to be built anywhere in the world, was completed in the remarkably short time of about thirty-five years during the reign of Surya-varman II (1113–50). This was achieved in a city that had a population that is estimated to have been around one million.

The size of Angkor’s population gives a clue to the state’s character. Angkorian Cambodia’s wealth lay in people and agricultural capacity. Certainly, wealth came into the city in the form of captured booty and prisoners of war who were put to work as slaves. But in the broadest sense, Angkorian Cambodia did not depend on trade for its existence. The temples built by its rulers, and in some cases by their great officials, were dedicated to the religions of the state, sometimes Hindu, sometimes Buddhist, and sometimes both together. The wealth needed to build and maintain them and to feed and clothe the priestly communities associated with them came from productive rice fields close to the temples.

It was once thought that the massive reservoirs built near the temple complex, and the intricate system of moats and canals which functioned during the city’s heyday, were of practical importance for agricultural irrigation and served as symbolic representations of the ‘seas’ of the Hindu universe. This view has been called into question as experts have argued that, vast though they were, the reservoirs did not hold sufficient water to supply the needs of large-scale agriculture. The reservoirs, it is now suggested, may well have been used for domestic purposes, such as providing drinking water. The moats and canals did, indeed, have a symbolic character as ‘seas’ surrounding temples that were themselves earthly versions of Mount Meru, the centre of the Hindu and Buddhist universe and the abode of the gods. But it seems much more likely that irrigation for the three rice crops that were grown each year at Angkor involved the skilful harnessing of the rise and fall in the level of Cambodia’s Great Lake, located near the temples. Whatever was the case, Angkor’s rulers were able to exercise control over a population that could simultaneously grow the crops to sustain itself and build great temples. They did this, what is more, while engaging in wars against internal rebellions and the threats posed by another powerful kingdom, Champa, that rose to power on the coast of what is today central Vietnam.

[image: 9781741151541txt_0039_001]
Of all the monuments that have survived from the classical period of Southeast Asia, those of the Angkor complex in northern Cambodia are among the grandest. Built between the tenth and fourteenth centuries, the temples are scattered over an area of some 200 square miles. the most notable, and probably the largest religious monument ever built, is Angkor Wat, shown here from its western approach. (PHOTOGRAPH BY OLIVER HOWES)

Because it is once again possible to visit Angkor, it is worthwhile citing statistics that might otherwise risk seeming meaningless, or of little value. Angkor Wat, built in the first half of the twelfth century, measures 202.9 metres (669 feet) by 220.2 metres (726 feet) at its base. The exquisitely carved low reliefs along its principal galleries stretch for nearly 700 metres (2296 feet). There are no fewer than 1750 beautiful carvings of apsaras or celestial nymphs that decorate Angkor Wat’s walls, with no one apsara depicted in exactly the same manner. And it is not only size that impresses in relation to Angkor Wat. Research continues to unlock the temple’s secrets. Some of the latest findings suggest that part of the explanation for the extraordinary precision of its construction lies in the fact that it played a part in the astronomical observations of the priests who officiated within its walls.

Angkor Thom, the city Jayavarman VII built during his turbulent reign from 1181 to 1219, was enclosed within a mighty wall 3 kilometres (1.875 miles) square, rising to a height of 8 metres (26 feet). Yet this vast construction, and the state temple within it, the Bayon, were only a part of Jayavarman VII’s remarkable building program. Jayavarman VII is a fascinating figure for historians of Angkor. Not only did he build more temples than any other ruler, he left behind inscriptions that hint at his personal feelings. Of these, the most famous is that linked to the 102 ‘hospitals’ he founded throughout his kingdom. In this inscription, he noted:

People’s sickness of body became for him a sickness of the soul, so much more afflicting; for it is the suffering of their subjects that makes kings suffer, and not their own suffering.

(CLAUDE JACQUES, ANGKOR, 1999)

While Jayavarman VII ruled, there was a frenzy of construction throughout the Angkorian empire as temples, hospitals and strategic roads were built. Thought of in terms of human activity, the picture that emerges is of the enormous and effective use of human resources. Even if much of this labour was undertaken by workers who had little if any choice but to strain and put vast blocks of stone in place under threat of the overseer’s lash, it is hard to believe this was the case with the artists and artisans who were responsible for the mass of carvings decorating Angkor’s temples. It seems impossible that their work was the product of forced labour. We do not know their numbers, but there must have been tens of thousands of these skilled workers. In some cases we do know how many individuals were required to service temples built during Jayavarman VII’s reign. The inscriptions tell us that Preah Khan, a temple-university, required the support of 13 500 villages with a population of 97 840 people, who supplied no less than six tons of rice each day for the personnel associated with the temple. For Ta Prohm, another temple nearby, there was a staff of no less than 12 640 supported by 79 365 people in the villages linked to this foundation. The precision of these figures is striking, and it may be that there is an element of exaggeration, but probably very little.
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In a low-relief carving on the Bayon temple at Angkor, generals mounted on elephants are shown leading their troops into battle. This temple was built by Jayavarman VII.
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The mighty Ta Prohm temple at Angkor has been left with the trees of the invading forest still growing through its ruins.

It is possible to make such a surprisingly confident judgment because we have an eyewitness account of Angkor dating from the late thirteenth century which makes clear just how large were the human resources available to the Cambodian ruler. This, the only eyewitness account of the great city, gains added importance because its author was an openly sceptical Chinese envoy named Chou Ta-kuan (Zhou Daguan in Pinyin). He came to the city in 1286 and stayed there for nearly a year. He compiled a detailed record of what he saw, as well as providing some dubious anecdotes about matters that were hidden from him, in a report to the Chinese court under the title The Customs of Cambodia.

In a classic display of Chinese disdain, Chou comments on Cambodian women who, he observes, ‘make water standing up— an utterly ridiculous procedure’. But after offering a wide-eyed account of priests deflowering virgins, he admits he is only recounting hearsay. Yet for all his Chinese sense of superiority towards a people he regarded as ‘barbarians’, Chou provides what is clearly accurate detail on issues ranging from agriculture and the presence of slaves to the clothing worn by the population. And, importantly, he describes some of the major temples in a manner that allows us to sense their greatness while the Cambodian court still lived at Angkor. When Chou Ta-kuan saw them, the temple towers of these great stone monuments shone with gilding or gleaming brass. Summing up his reaction to the city’s architectural wonders, he notes that these are ‘monuments which have caused merchants from overseas to speak so often of “Cambodia the rich and noble”.’

Of all Chou Ta-kuan’s fascinating descriptions, none is more striking or revealing of the sense of majesty present in the Angkorian court than his account of the ruler going forth in procession. Chou writes of the Angkorian ruler being preceded by hundreds of young girls carrying candles and of others carrying lances and spears. He describes ministers and princes mounted on elephants, goat carts and horse carts decorated in gold, and the ruler’s wives and concubines riding in palanquins, in carts, on horses and on elephants. Then, in the middle of the mighty procession, he describes the king himself ‘standing erect on an elephant and holding in his hand the sacred sword. This elephant, his tusks sheathed in gold, was accompanied by bearers of twenty white parasols with golden shafts.’ The sceptical Chinese envoy was impressed despite himself, so much so that he is forced to end his description with the admission that ‘it is plain to see that these people, though barbarians, know what is due to a prince’.

Yet a little more than a century later, in the first half of the fifteenth century, the Cambodian court abandoned Angkor. The empire of which Angkor had been the centre had survived over the centuries so long as the reigning king was not challenged by the lesser rulers—men whom we might call princes, or governors. They were the men who controlled the outer regions of the empire but swore allegiance to their sovereign at the centre of the state. When some of these lesser rulers no longer accepted this situation and chose to fight for their independence, they shattered a long-existing political arrangement. In addition, they threatened and eventually damaged the agricultural system on which Angkor’s very existence depended. The decision of the Cambodian king to leave Angkor was of the deepest importance for mainland Southeast Asia, yet it was an event quite unknown in distant Europe. The Thais, a formerly subject people who had once formed part of the Cambodian king’s army, brought Angkor down and their history from that time onwards was marked by a slow but sure progress towards the achievement of control over the territories that comprise modern Thailand.

The departure of the Cambodian ruler from Angkor and the emergence of newly powerful states in the central Thai plain, notably at Sukhothai and Ayuthia, was part of a broader pattern that saw the reordering of mainland Southeast Asia’s political map. Cambodia’s weakness ultimately provided the independent Vietnamese state, free of Chinese control, with opportunities for territorial expansion into what had once been part of the Angkorian empire in the south of modern Vietnam. But in the fifteenth century, this expansion was still far in the future. More immediately, as Vietnam maintained its independence from China, it was steadily dismembering the state of Champa, which had once been able to challenge Angkor’s power.

To the west again of Thailand, in what is today modern Burma (Myanmar), a great city had been built between the eleventh and thirteenth centuries at Pagan, an inland site on the Irrawaddy River. Deeply influenced by Buddhism, the rulers of Pagan constructed hundreds of temples, many of which remain to be admired today. Yet while there were periods when Pagan was a powerful state, it ultimately fell following a Mongol invasion in 1287, when these warriors from the Central Asian steppes ruled China. In the subsequent centuries, no Burmese state ever exercised power to match that which had existed at Pagan.

The maritime empire of Srivijaya 

Angkor was the most powerful of Southeast Asia’s land-based states for which trade was a secondary concern. In contrast, Srivijaya rose to greatness as a maritime trading power controlling the Straits of Malacca, becoming the most successful such power in this early phase of Southeast Asia’s history. With its trading character, Srivijaya differed, too, from the land-based kingdoms that had emerged in central Java and which were responsible for the monuments discussed at the beginning of the Introduction— Borobudur and the temples of Prambanan. We know tantalisingly little about these states, so that it is something of a surprise to realise that it is possible to write with some degree of confidence about Srivijaya, even though its very existence was unknown in the West until the early part of the twentieth century. Research in Chinese records and obscure inscriptions yielded up information that enabled a French historian to identify this important early Southeast Asian state.

Srivijaya’s rise to power depended on trade and on China’s sponsorship. From the earliest records we have of Southeast Asian history there was, as excavations at Oc Eo have shown, an international trade that extended from China to the Indian subcontinent and beyond, into the Mediterranean world. Precious Western goods, including forest products believed to have medicinal qualities, were exchanged in China for silks, porcelains and lacquers. By the seventh century, control of much of this trade passing backwards and forwards between the Indonesian islands was in the hands of Malays whose chief centre of power was on or close to the coast of southeastern Sumatra. How this came about is uncertain, as is the explanation of how the sailors who manned the ships that carried the trade goods navigated the route to China with few, if any, landfalls along the way. What we do know is that China’s role in this trading pattern was vital.

Whether strong or weak, the successive rulers of China regarded their kingdom as the central world state, the ‘Middle Kingdom’ in their own words. The states of Southeast Asia were, in Chinese eyes, inhabited by people who, through not being Chinese, were in various ways inferior. They were, as Chou Ta-kuan described the Cambodians at Angkor, ‘barbarians’ who lacked a proper understanding of a culture that had developed in China for over two thousand years. Vietnam was an irritating, partial exception to this judgment. For not only had China administered Vietnam until 939, even after that date the men who ruled an independent Vietnam did so in a manner that drew heavily on Chinese models. This paradoxical situation has led to Vietnam’s relations with China being difficult over the centuries. Yet despite shared cultural values, China expected Vietnam, just as it expected the other states of Southeast Asia which had been influenced by Indian culture, to acknowledge its central world role. In the terms that have become widely accepted, China expected the states of Southeast Asia to be its tributaries.

The concept of tributary relationships is not always easy to understand. It did not mean that an individual Southeast Asian state was ruled by China and formed part of some ill-defined Chinese empire. Rather, the tributary relationship was one that involved a good deal of give and take. As a Chinese tributary, a Southeast Asian state was expected to give due consideration to Chinese interests—the fact that Vietnam repeatedly failed to do so was a cause of constant friction. But provided a tributary state showed the correct degree of respect, then the expectation was that China would protect its tributary’s interests. Because these tributary relationships seem foreign to modern observers, it is worth emphasising that apart from Vietnam, no other state in Southeast Asia was ever ruled by China. Moreover, only one dynasty, the foreign Mongol or Yuan dynasty that ruled China from 1280 to 1368, ever sought to impose its authority over the states of Southeast Asia by force.

China’s role was vital for the emergence of Srivijaya as a major maritime power, for being accepted as a tributary state was linked to the right to trade with China—Angkor, too, was a tributary, but its relationship with China was not linked to trade. Once China had granted tributary status to Srivijaya, the maritime states that were its rivals were at a severe disadvantage and Srivijaya’s own capabilities brought it to the forefront of Southeast Asian maritime power. Strategically placed on the Malacca Straits,Srivijaya was able to control all significant trade on the seas in the western section of the Indonesian Archipelago, and between that region of the Archipelago and southern China. Srivijaya’s capital was probably located in more than one place over its long existence, but there is convincing evidence that one of these locations—and possibly where the capital was based for the longest period—was near the modern Sumatran city of Palembang. Probably the capital was only slightly more important than the other port cities and trading settlements that made up this maritime trading empire. For any state or settlement that challenged the Srivijayan trade monopoly, we can suppose that retribution was swift. But we can also suppose that Srivijaya exercised a light hand over its outposts, always so long as the basic trading arrangements were not infringed.
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A low-relief carving of a ship at the Borobudur monument in Java. The ships used by the sailors of Srivijaya would have been similar to this craft. (COURTESY OF EDITIONS DIDIER MILLET ARCHIVES/PHOTOGRAPHER TARA SOSROWARDOYO)
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The trading empire of Srivijaya Scholars argue over the exact location of Srivijaya, the great trading empire that dominated maritime trade through Southeast Asia and between India and China during the seventh to thirteenth centuries. Srivijaya probably had a number of capitals, with the most important in southern Sumatra, adjoining modern Palembang. As indicated in this map, Srivijaya maintained its power by controlling the ports and waters of the Malacca Straits. The shaded areas represent the control exercised by Srivijaya.

It was an empire that was adapted to its environment, with the sea as its open frontier to make up for the lack of a readily cultivable hinterland along the swampy southeastern coast of Sumatra and the western coast of modern peninsular Malaysia. For upwards of seven centuries, Srivijaya maintained its role as an entrepôt, foreshadowing the later importance of Malacca and even, eventually, Singapore. It was the first to show how vital control of the seas could be. Few of the Portuguese, Dutch or British traders and strategists who fought and manoeuvred to gain dominance over the Southeast Asian sea trading routes from the sixteenth century onwards realised that they were successors of earlier maritime empires. None knew that Srivijaya had existed, but in their search for the control of trade and the establishment of an entrepôt, they were following a very old pattern.

Yet just as Srivijaya, like Angkor, was adapted to its environment, so too was it unable to survive when that environment changed radically. Change came in the thirteenth century when the Chinese themselves decided to sail their own trading vessels into the southern seas. Adding to this challenge was the emergence of new, powerful land-based states in Java which cherished imperial ambitions of their own. With Srivijaya already weakened by the arrival of the Chinese traders and threatened by the growing power of the Thai kingdoms in the Chao Phraya (Menam) valley, the Javanese state of Singasari struck a deadly blow. These various challenges brought an end to Srivijaya’s long history of dominance over the east–west trade.

The people of the early empires

Anyone writing about the classical period of Southeast Asian history faces the difficulty, indeed near-impossibility, of offering anything like a rounded picture of the ordinary people who lived in Angkor or Srivijaya, or any of the other states that have been mentioned. We are dealing with courts and kings rather than the artisans who carved the bas-reliefs on the walls of the temples of Angkor and the seamen of Srivijaya who sailed their fragile vessels across the empty stretches of the South China Sea. In some cases we know of them in terms of numbers, but never in terms of personalities. And the same comment is largely true even when we deal with the kings of this early period. What are we to make of an inscription praising a seventh century Cambodian king on the grounds that the women of his court felt it would be worth rape by the enemy to enjoy the reward of his smile? Was this simply a routine symbolic compliment, however offensive it may seem today? Or was it an accurate description of how his courtiers regarded a man who was a forerunner of later believers in male dominance? And how should we judge the inscriptions from Jayavarman VII’s reign which claimed that he felt his subjects’ pain more than his own, or described his grief at the death of his queen? Were these genuine accounts of his feelings? We simply cannot give any certain answer to these questions.
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The bas-relief decorating the late thirteenth century Bayon temple at Angkor are remarkable for combining narrative depictions of recent historical events with scenes from everyday life. In this illustration the central part of the carving shows Cham war canoes on their way to attack Angkor while below are Cambodians watching a cock fight, playing dice and blowing on a flute.

To return to the problem of breathing life into the ordinary people of classical Southeast Asia, the best we can do is to work from the few glimpses of everyday life that are available to us. One source of these glimpses are the bas-reliefs found on the walls of the Bayon temple at Angkor, the most important of Jayavarman VII’s many foundations dating from the late thirteenth century.

Below the bas-reliefs that record great royal events, such as battles and processions, are scenes of everyday life, of women in childbirth, of men gambling, watching cockfights and ploughing fields. They are fascinating, but tell us only a little of the detail of daily life at the village level. From Chou Ta-Kuan’s account of his time at Angkor, we know that Chinese visitors to the city were often outwitted in commercial transactions by local traders, a fact that Chou reports in a clearly peeved tone. But, overall, we are left having to be satisfied with the ‘big picture’, a situation that will not alter greatly until we are much closer to our present time.

The end of the classical age

Because so many changes took place in the thirteenth to fifteenth centuries, historians have asked whether there might have been a major identifiable event, or series of events, that could explain the downfall of the great states of classical times. Various suggestions have been put forward, including the activities of the Mongol dynasty, which caused the fall of Pagan, attempted to invade Java, and attacked Champa. Other ‘single cause’ explanations have pointed to the arrival of Theravada Buddhism, a more ‘democratic’ religion than Mahayana Buddhism and Hinduism, in the mainland of Southeast Asia, and of Islam in the maritime regions. And some have argued that a major cause of Angkor’s fall was the spread of malaria as ruined canals provided an opportunity for mosquitoes to breed unchecked in stagnant water.

It seems probable that many, if not all, of these factors played some part over a period of more than two centuries as old states were no longer capable of adapting to different circumstances and new states emerged that proved better attuned to a changed world. But, importantly, the fact that the states of classical Southeast Asia passed from the scene did not mean that all of the values associated with those states disappeared. Quite to the contrary, the Southeast Asian world that emerged after the classical age owed a very great historical and cultural debt to earlier times.
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