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Gods and Goddesses: 
Vishnu (“all pervasive”); depicted in images as standing, sitting, and reclining. He reclines on 
the serpent, Ananta (“without end,” i.e., infinite). This is the image in the West Mebon temple. 
Also known as Narayana, “he whose abode is water.” 
The term “Anantasayi” (“He who reclines on Ananta”) is frequently used to denote the reclining 
form of Vishnu. 
Vishnu has many incarnations (avatara), and eventually, ten of them become important. 
The second avatara is as a turtle, seen in a story that becomes very popular in Cambodia: the 
Churning of the Ocean of Milk.  Other avataras include well known ones as Rama (hero of the 
epic Ramayana) and Krishna. 
 
Lakshmi The goddess of good fortune, grace, and one who gives salvation as well. She is seen as 
abiding on the chest of Vishnu and also on a lotus blossom. In images of reclining Vishnus, she is 
frequently at the feet of Viṣṇu.  The original West Mebon Viṣṇu had a Lakshmi at his feet. 
When depicted independently, as in pediments in the Banteay Srei and Pre Rup temples, she is 
flanked by two elephants showering her with sacred waters. This “anointing” is a coronation 
ritual, consecrating her as the empress of the universe. 
 
Shiva (“the auspicious one”); sometimes seen as dancing, as in a pediment of Banteay Srei, a 
tenth century temple; sometimes depicted with five heads. He is frequently depicted in an 
aniconic form, a linga (“mark” or “symbol;” used grammatically for gender.) Considered to be a 
cosmic pillar, this column rests on a yoni, or womb. Together, they represent the transcendent 
and immanent masculine and feminine energies of the universe. 
 
Brahma (pronounced Brahmaa) is a relatively minor god who creates the universe at the 
command of Vishnu.  When Vishnu reclines on the ocean and it is time for creation, a lotus stalk 
rises from his navel. Brahma sits atop this lotus flower. The West Mebon Vishnu had a Brahma 
rising from his navel. 
 
Chronology 
Pre Angkorian Period:  before c. 802 CE 

Early kingdoms-- Names seen in Chinese documents: 
Funan:   c. first to seventh cent. CE 
Zhenla or Chenla: approximately late sixth to early ninth cent. CE 

Angkorian Period:  c. 802 – 1431 
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A few kings and queens we will be talking about: 
Kulaprabhavati: Queen of an early Jayavarman of Funan (early 6th cent CE), and later, ruler of  

Funan. Made one of the first endowments to a reclining Vishnu 
Jayavarman II: (early 9th cent.) 
Suryavarman I:  c. 1002 to 1050 CE The West Mebon construction was probably started during  
                          his reign.  
Udayadityavarman II:  Reigned 1050 to 1066 CE.  The West Mebon is said to have been      

completed during his reign.  
Suryavarman II: Reigned c.1113-115 CE.  Builder of Angkor Wat. 
Jayavarman VII: Reigned 1181–c. 1220. Mahayana Buddhist king, builder of the Bayon.     

Cambodians think of him as one of the greatest kings of the Khmer empire. 
 
Languages used in inscriptions 
Sanskrit and Khmer 
The longest Sanskrit inscription is probably one that was found in the Pre Rup temple (10th 
century) –part of the Angkorian group of monuments. 
 
Words   
Anantasayi   Reclining on [the serpent] Ananta 
Makara  A crocodile, a sea creature, a mythical animal. It has several meanings and 

the word could refer to an imaginary, hybrid animal. 
Parinirvana Buddha  Buddha about to attain the supreme state of Nirvana 
Ganga Name of a large river in India; rivers in Cambodia were likened to the 

Ganga. 
Angkor Wat  Name of the largest Hindu temple (now Buddhist), dedicated to the god 

Vishnu. Angkor comes from the Sanskrit word nagara (town) and Wat is 
from vaatika (garden, courtyard) 

 
Places on the map I will show in my talk: 
West Mebon Temple on the West Baray, a large human-made reservoir, built in the 11th century. 
West Baray One of the largest reservoirs of its time ( 
Angkor  Angkor Wat is the main temple, the generic term “Angkor” (from the Sanskrit 

nagara or “town”) is used in several contexts including time periods as well as a 
group of temples. 

Kbal Spean  Located about 25-30 km from the Angkor group of temples, it is a site on the river 
Stung Kbal Spean, a tributary of the Siem Reap River.  There are many carvings 
of reclining Viṣṇu in Kbal Spean. It is connected with, but distinct from the 
Phnom Kulen hills. 
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