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Abstract          
 
The relationship between spirituality and urban design is complex. Since the twentieth century, 
spirituality has often been neglected in western European architecture and urban design education, 
theory, and practice. My lived experience of the city of Phnom Penh and its dynamic spatial 
spirituality further highlighted this condition and prompted this research. This thesis explores the 
relationship between spirituality and urban design with specific reference to the city of Phnom Penh 
in Cambodia. Based on a combined ethnographic and phenomenological approach, the spatial 
impacts of spirituality in the urban layout of the city of Phnom Penh were researched through five 
years of participant observation, twenty semi-structured interviews, photographs, drawings, 
conversations and relevant literature review. Analysis of the data revealed the prevalent hybrid 
spirituality of Khmer culture, that includes Animism, Hinduism, and Buddhism, was, and still is, 
spatially manifest in the urban layout of the city of Phnom Penh in three leading ways. Firstly, 
through the topographical elements of tree, mountain, and water in their natural, artificial and 
abstracted presence. Secondly, through both domestic and urban wide scale, where it is evidenced 
in common housing typologies and significant urban focal points. Thirdly, through a variety of rituals, 
that include the major national festivals and their associated rituals as well as traditional 
construction rituals for both settlements and housing. These many and varied spatial impacts of 
spirituality have dramatically influenced the evolution of the urban layout over time as well as 
transforming each other. When the layered results were mapped onto a series of plans, elevations 
and sections, the presence and character of a powerful and dynamic relationship between 
spirituality and urban design in the city of Phnom Penh in the twenty-first century was clearly 
demonstrated. Now that a plausible relationship has been rigorously identified and spirituality has 
been validated as a core design parameter, research can go further into its multivalent character and 
spatial spiritual impact that could, by extension, inform neighbouring urban layouts within East Asia 
and beyond.    
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Glossary of Terms 
 
Currently and ‘…rather inexplicably, no official, standardised rules exist for transcribing Khmer into 
the Latin alphabet’ (Boswell 2016:168). 
 
Achar   A holy layman 
Baray  A large water repository or reservoir 
Brah ling   Spiritual parts of a person (thought to be nineteen in total). 
Chaktomouk This Khmer word literally means ‘four faces’ referring to the junction of four 

rivers. It was the pre-colonial name of the settlement that became the city 
of Phnom Penh during the French Protectorate. 

Hora  Fortune teller 
Jumneang Phteah Household guardian spirit 
Kmauit  Ghosts 
Koki  A species of auspicious tree 
Kuti  Monastic residence within the temple complex 
Linga  Hindu representation of male reproductive system 
Neak Tha  Local territorial guardian spirit. 
Naga   Snake or serpentine deity 
Phnom    Mountain 
Pisnoker   The Hindu god of construction 
Prasat    Central sanctuary of ancient temple 
Prek   Stream or tributary 
Pchum Bun  The festival of the dead 
Stupa   Relic repository usually located within the temple complex. 
Tevoda   Angel 
Vihara   Pagoda usually located within the temple complex  
Yantra  Piece of cloth with spiritual text that protects against evil in eight directions 
Yoni Hindu representation of female reproductive system 
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Chapter 1: Introduction        

God had a pre-eminent claim to the city ahead of kings and merchants. (Kostof 1992:82) 
 

And he carried me away in the Spirit to a mountain great and high, and showed me the Holy 
City, Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God. It shone with the glory of God, and 
its brilliance was like that of a very precious jewel, like jasper, clear as crystal. (Revelation 
21:10 and 11) 

 
The Phnom Penh of yesteryear with its tatty terraces of tumbledown shacks and dull Soviet 
monoliths is dying. Like a supersized serpent slowly shedding its skin, the city once referred 
to as the ‘Paris of the East’ is being resurrected one brick at a time. (Campbell 2008:27) 

 
1.1 Personal story 
 
In the late 1990s, I was seated on the first floor of the Foreign Correspondents’ Club café on 
Sisowath Quay in the city of Phnom Penh. Looking out over the Tonle Sap river through the tall trees 
at the riverside edge, I experienced an indefinable spiritual connection with the city. This only 
strengthened over the next decade and in 2008 my family and I relocated to Phnom Penh where we 
spent the next nine years living and working with a Christian NGO called OMF International1. My 
work involved lecturing and teaching design studio workshops at the Royal University of Fine Arts 
(RUFA). Over a period of eight years I wrote, lectured and refined a 4th/5th year course2 in the 
architectural faculty entitled ‘An introduction to Urban Design’. This was successfully handed over to 
local Khmer lecturers whom I mentored and learned from throughout my teaching practice there. 
The experience of teaching urban design in the city of Phnom Penh as a practising Christian inspired 
me to commence this PhD study. I was curious to explore more fully the relationship between 
spirituality, space and the Khmer person, and be able to share this with my Christian colleagues to 
facilitate a deeper, more contextualised, understanding of the Cambodian condition.  
 
Further events in my life have also contributed to undertaking this research. I was born in Thailand 
where the current Thai princess Maha Chakri Sirindhorn signed my birth certificate (see Figure 1.01). 
I was educated at boarding schools in Malaysia and the UK, but Thailand was my home until the age 
of eighteen. I studied architecture at the University of Liverpool and have been a fully qualified RIBA 
accredited architect since 2001. In addition, I hold a master’s degree in Urban Design from 
Manchester Metropolitan University and a certificate in Christian Mission Studies from the 
University of Gloucester. I first visited Cambodia in my mid-twenties then, after working 
approximately ten years in architectural practice in northern England, I departed for Cambodia at 
the age of 32. These life experiences help contextualise this thesis. Since birth, I have enjoyed a 
physical relationship with East Asia where much of my life has been lived. From the age of seven, I 
have considered myself a practising Christian, who values the Bible highly in the protestant tradition. 
Spirituality has always been important to me and has been integrated into every part of my life. 
Architecture, urban design and the art of space/place creation has been my vocation for over twenty 
years and something I have continued to develop in theory, practice and education (see Figure 1.02). 

                                                           
1 OMF International (formerly the China Inland Mission and Overseas Missionary Fellowship), was founded by 
James Hudson Taylor in 1865. The organisation aims to serve the church and bring the good news of Jesus 
Christ to the peoples and places of East Asia.  
2 During this period, I taught over 600 students. The course became one of the leading urban design 
qualifications in Cambodia and still continues today under local Khmer leadership.   
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Figure 1.01: Thai birth certificate                  Figure 1.02: Teaching at RUFA 
(Photo by author 2019)                      (Photo by author 2016) 
 
Three ‘things’ struck me as I was teaching the ‘Introduction to Urban Design’ course at RUFA. Firstly, 
alleged international texts on urban design were predominantly European and American in flavour 
with token East Asian examples sparingly used. Secondly, spirituality was usually limited in academic 
texts to reference historic pre-industrial examples rather than current twenty-first century urban 
layouts. Thirdly there were very few local Khmer texts about the city of Phnom Penh or Khmer urban 
design. Once I had taught at RUFA for three years and reflected on the experience, I was compelled 
to think seriously about commencing a PhD. A piece of research that would combine: personal 
interests; an addition to knowledge in the academic fields of urban design and spirituality; and 
model the value of further education to my Khmer students3. Upon completion, my long-term desire 
would be to work with Khmer colleagues to help set up a Master’s programme at RUFA. 
 
1.2 Thesis topic  
 
There is no sacred secular divide in the city of Phnom Penh. The urban layout accommodates a vital 
and palpable spirituality that is an essential part of everyday life. The relationship between 
spirituality and urban design has not been clarified in South East Asia. This is in contrast to twentieth 
century European tradition where spirituality is frequently compartmentalised, limiting its 
opportunity to impact the urban layout. Alberto Perez Gomez discusses the future potential of this 
relationship in his influential book, Attunement, where he recognises the twenty-first century 
difficulties ‘…facing the place of spirituality in a nondualistic reality, and highlighting its importance 
for the well-being and sustainability of human cultures, one in which architecture should play its 
inveterate crucial role’ (2016:11). The whole human condition, both physical and spiritual, is 
engaged within the city of Phnom Penh’s urban design. How this relationship between spirituality 
and urban design expresses itself is understood in this thesis to be the spatial impacts of spirituality 
that were revealed through the leading themes of topography, scale and ritual. 
 

An exploration into the relationship between spirituality and urban design with specific 
reference to the city of Phnom Penh.  

 

                                                           
3 To date there is no established opportunity for a Khmer student to undertake a Master’s degree in the field 
of architecture in Cambodia. They must travel abroad to develop their education, an opportunity available only 
to the rich or privileged and not necessarily the most talented.  
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The above title emerged that would direct the subsequent six years of research. The research 
methodology that enabled this exploration included both ethnography and phenomenology; a dual, 
integrated approach that utilised personal experience to facilitate spatial spiritual study in the city of 
Phnom Penh. Ethnography enabled a detailed understanding of the city. Phenomenology allowed an 
informed scrutiny of the connections between the phenomena of spirituality and the built 
environment within this context. The power of topography is common in many leading spiritualities 
which imbue topographical elements with meaning within their scriptures4. The natural topography 
of the region was researched and explored through the filter of Khmer culture. The agency of three 
leading topographical elements of tree, mountain, and water were also explored within the 
manmade built environment of the city. Urban design was understood to include both the large 
‘urban scale’ of the city as well as the smaller ‘domestic scale’ of an individual housing unit. Khmer 
rituals were observed and experienced at both these scales and also in relationship to topography, 
to help describe the characteristics of the revealed spatial impacts of spirituality in the city of Phnom 
Penh. These leading research themes helped articulate the character of this relationship between 
spirituality and urban design, how and why it occurred and evolved over time, and what it could be 
like in the future.   
 
1.21 Spirituality  
 
The study (and place) of spirituality is relevant and necessary when researching architecture and the 
built environment. It should not be confined to theology or random aspirational sound bites. This 
thesis topic is an opportunity to rigorously engage with the primary theme of spirituality and start to 
restore its value to architecture’s design agenda; an intent resonating through recent architectural 
texts (Temple 2007:23, Pallasmaa 2012:13, Borch 2014:7). Therefore, a key term that needs to be 
explored is spirituality. The following quote highlights the slippery nature of the term and associated 
understandings of it as it struggles to be captured in a single comprehensive definition.  
 

How we define ‘spirituality’ and also distinguish and describe different traditions of 
spirituality is not a simple matter of objective observation. All definitions and descriptions 
are a matter of interpretation which, in turn, involves preferences, assumptions and choices. 
…Sometimes our historical narratives also reflect the interests of dominant groups - whether 
in a religious institutional, theological or socio-cultural sense. This process may sometimes 
be conscious but is more often unconscious and uncritical. (Sheldrake 2016:15) 

 
It is not the remit of this research to explore all the variables related to defining spirituality but it is 
important to address the term briefly to help establish what is to be understood by it within this 
thesis. Primarily, spirituality is concerned with the human spirit or soul as opposed to material or 
physical things. Sheldrake (2016:21) contends that the term originated from Christianity where 
followers were encouraged from the bible to live their lives according to the spirit of God not the 
spirit of the world. This has been extended to be understood within prevailing organised religions’ 

                                                           
4 For example: in Buddhism trees are venerated ‘…with the hundred roots there, the great Bodhi-tree set itself 
in the fragrant earth, pleasing the people…At the moment the great Bodhi-tree set itself in the bowel, the 
earth quaked and there were various miracles (Mahavamsa, Chapter Eighteen: 591-594). Mountains are 
sacred in Hinduism where the belief is held ‘…that Mount Meru, a golden mountain, is the centre of the 
universe. Mount Meru is the most sacred object in the universe because it supports the heavens and the gods’ 
(Hinduwebsite.com: 2019). In Christianity water becomes a powerful symbol when Jesus says to his followers 
that, ‘…whoever drinks the water I give them will never thirst. Indeed, the water I give them will become in 
them a spring of water welling up to eternal life’ (John 4:14 NIV:1979). 
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terminology (Christianity, Buddhism, Islam, Hinduism, Animism etc…) and would have dealt with the 
whole human condition both seen and unseen. George E. Saint-Laurent (2000:6) elaborates it 
further, describing spirituality as the inner meaning of human experience under the impact of a 
world view. (The assumption being that each world religion has its own defined world view.) From 
the enlightenment era, the term started to be used in contexts separate from any organised 
religious belief (Perez Gomez 2016:Chapter 3) and became personalised and relativized (Steensland 
et al 2018:450); defining a connection to the unseen world that is unique to every individual and not 
necessarily related to traditional organised religion (Elkins 1988:5). In the widespread use of the 
term today the following common characteristics are associated with it. 

 
[Spirituality] refers to the deepest values and meanings by which people seek to live…it 
implies a holistic, integrated approach to life. It also involves a quest for ‘the sacred’ 
understood in broad terms as the depth dimension of life…it relates to a sense of goal and 
purpose…it involves the development of the non-material element of life. It is also 
associated with human thriving. It involves a quest for virtue as against pure self-
interest…and…evoked the sense of a self-reflective life as opposed to an unexamined life.  
(Sheldrake 2016:20) 

 
The characteristics identified above have been helpful in establishing the following parameters for 
the term within this thesis. Spirituality will be considered to be present in the world and experienced 
by human beings. It will be considered to be unseen and non-physical although the physical realm 
can influence it. It is not just sensual or of the human spirit but it is something more than the five 
senses, though these do point towards it (Pallasmaa 2012:108). Spirituality will also be considered as 
a felt connection with an ‘other’ spirit world (traditionally articulated by organised religion such as 
Hinduism, Buddhism, Christianity or Animism etc…). Spirituality will also be observed as an action 
expressed in ritual (private and public) that can change over time and be developed or enhanced 
(Bell 1997:137). This is how the character of spirituality will be understood when discussed within 
this thesis.  
 
1.22 Urban Design 
 

The City is the ultimate memorial of our struggles and glories: it is where the pride of the 
past is set on display. (Kostof 1991:9) 

 
Like the term spirituality the key term ‘urban design’ is difficult to define due to its multi-disciplinary 
character. This term has been preferred to the term ‘urbanism’ as it emphasises specific design 
approaches and practices. Urbanism is an exceedingly broad field, highly theoretical, which contains 
the discipline of urban design as well as the disciplines of urban planning, urban sociology and urban 
geography. Rowley identifies the first use of the term, in the mid-twentieth century, to cover a 
spectrum of scale from ‘…the regional/national scale to the design of street furniture’ (1994:174). 
This understanding is still present today, so it is helpful to focus on essential characteristics when 
using the term that are not exclusively focused on continuity and enclosure (Oktay 2016:8). For the 
purposes of this thesis the term urban design will refer to the space and place making that 
constitutes the urban environment and layout of the city (Buchanan 1988). It will be considered as 
the design of cities, streets and spaces that takes into account built form and topography. It also 
accommodates human behaviour and the influence of power within the city. It is three-dimensional, 
spatial design that deals with both the visual and non-visual aspects of the environment. It is 
concerned with architecture at both urban and domestic scales which will include the experience of 
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dwelling within the city and how this has been transformed over time (Bahrainy and Bakhtiar 
2016:5,6).  
 
1.23 The city of Phnom Penh 

 
The following overview of the final key term, the city of Phnom Penh, helps to frame the proceeding 
research methodology. Today the twenty-first century city of Phnom Penh is the capital city of 
Cambodia. Over the past 2000 years5 it has been influenced by a number of dominant urban design 
factors in space and time, such as power, spirituality, topography, and built form (Kostof 1991:37-
40). This history can loosely be split into seven eras of evolution. The following paragraphs briefly 
summarise each era and the extent and type of impact each of these dominant factors has had in 
fashioning and shaping the city of Phnom Penh to date. This historical journey is also accompanied 
by a sketch timeline; a chronology of kings; and a chronology of flags6.   
 
During era one (0-800) Cambodia came into being geographically, spiritually and politically. The 
massive impact of Indianisation7 on the pre-existing Animist culture of what was then known as 
Funan created the context for the Angkor empire to develop. Hinduism and Buddhism easily 
conflated8 with Animism to produce a hybrid spirituality9 that still pervades the nation’s spirituality. 
Throughout this era, Hinduism was in the ascendency and a new social structure with similarities to 
the caste system10 of India soon developed. Settlement chiefs and religious leaders saw in these new 
spiritual influences11 opportunities to develop indigenous spirituality, sovereignty and urban layouts.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1.03: Angkor area urban layout (Behr 2008) 

                                                           
5 All dates within this research thesis are from the common era (CE) unless otherwise referenced. 
6 See Appendices 1, 2 and 3 accordingly. 
7 ‘India gave her mythology to her neighbours, who went to teach it to the whole world…she gave to three-
quarters of Asia a god, a religion, a doctrine, an art’ (Sylvain Levi quoted in Coedes 1968:xvii).   
8 There is both a Chinese and Indian legend regarding this relationship (Coedes 1968:37,66). Both agree on a 
mystical union between an Indian foreigner and a local indigenous woman. 
9 The origin of this term will be expanded in greater detail in Chapter 3. 
10 ‘Blood was still important for the ruling classes, thus creating the ideal context for a hybrid spirituality to 
develop; crudely speaking: Hinduism for the elite and Buddhism for the peasants’ (Coedes 1968:33).  
11 ‘Indian religious practice was associated with the introduction of writing, this meant social bonds could be 
more easily be concretised where there was not immediate physical contact between people; this may have 
facilitated the extension of rule over wider areas’ (Marston and Guthrie 2004:8). 
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Figure 1.04: Angkor Wat (Photo by author 2012) 
 
Era two (800-1431) was dominated by the Angkor empire where power, spirituality and built form 
became integrated on a massive scale to create the urban layout of the city of Angkor (see Figure 
1.03): ‘Around the conspicuous, massive stone monuments lay a vast ephemeral city of timber 
houses, mud and sand embankments and long channels of water extending more than 1000sq km 
between the lake and the hills to the North’ (Choulean 2003:107). Architecture served both 
ritualistic and political purposes through the predominant cult of Devaraja (god-king) and its worship 
of Shiva12 (Marston and Guthrie 2004:8). The famous construction of Angkor Wat13 (see Figure 1.04), 
was dedicated to Vishnu (evidence of a changing spiritual emphasis driven by Indianisation). By the 
end of the era, Buddhism was in the ascendancy within the nation’s hybrid spiritual condition which 
in part contributed to the empire’s downfall14 and defeat by the forces of neighbouring Siam15. Most 
historical records relate only to royalty as there is a distinct lack of information relating to the 
everyday condition of the Khmer people. Due to the ongoing Siamese threat, the decision was made 
during the reign of King Ponhea Yat16, in 1431 to abandon Angkor and construct a new capital city 
further south at Chaktamouk (Groslier 2006:5); the location later known as Phnom Penh in the 
nineteenth century. The implications of this abandonment were extraordinary. The mountains of 
north west Cambodia were left, physically, spiritually and symbolically, for the water rich plains of 
the south.  
 
Era three (1431-1863) has the least historical, architectural or archaeological data to inform it and is 
commonly known as the dark ages. The nation’s capital city changed location five times through four 
locations (see Figure 1.05). No significant urban design projects were constructed; indicative in part 
to the growing influence of Theravada Buddhism throughout the nation. The Khmer king was no 
longer considered a god-king and ceased to wield the absolute power necessary to construct the 
large scale urban design projects of the previous era. The Portuguese Roman Catholic missionary, 
Gaspar da Cruz became the first known European to visit Cambodia in 1555. His writings recognise 
the widespread presence of hybrid spirituality17.  
 
 

                                                           
12 This cultic strand of Hinduism is expanded in greater detail in Chapter 3. 
13 Angkor Wat, built in the twelfth century, is still used today on the flag of Cambodia (see Appendix 3). 
14 See Chapter 3 ‘The origins of hybrid spirituality’ for expanded detail. 
15 When the Siamese invaded in 1430 they carried off ‘…the last remnant of the intelligentsia at a time when it 
could not be replaced’ (Palmer Briggs 1954:259). 
16 For a chronological list of subsequent Khmer kings post era two see Appendix 2. 
17 He speculated that during the reign of King Ang Chan monks represented one-third of the male population.  
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Capital City at Angkor   800   – 1431 
 

Capital City at Chaktamouk   1431 – 1505 
 

Capital City at Longvek   1505 – 1593 
 

Capital City at Srei Santhor   1594 – 1620 
 

Capital City at Oudong   1620 – 1863 
 

Capital City at Phnom Penh   1863 todate 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1.05: Map to show capital city locations during era three (Drawing by author 2016) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1.06: Dutch Map to show the 1644 Battle of Phnom Penh (CambodiaWatch 2018) 
 
From the seventeenth century a growing foreign influence impacted the fortunes of the nation while 
the capital city was based at Oudong. East Asian merchants, European mercenaries18 and Dutch 
traders were all involved in violent royal intrigues (see Figure 1.06)19. A steady decline in maritime 
trade resulted as Cambodia’s access to the sea became increasingly closed off by the Vietnamese to  
the east20 and Chinese merchants to the south. ‘Phnom Penh became a backwater, and by the 
eighteenth century Cambodia was a largely blank area on European maps’ (Chandler 2008:105). 

                                                           
18 Most notably the escapades of Portuguese mercenary Diogo Veloso and his Spanish companion Blas Ruiz 
which can be read in the Portuguese American Historical and Research Foundation, Inc. (2013). 
19 In 1643 the Dutch residents of the capital were massacred. This lead to an unsuccessful avenging raid by the 
Dutch admiral Harouze in 1644 whose fleet was driven off barely intact (see Figure 1.06). See Van Der Kraan 
(2009) and Kersten (2003) for detailed and dramatic accounts of these events. 
20 Chandler details three long term effects of the Vietnamese intervention in 1658. ‘First the takeover of Saigon 
(known to Cambodians even today as Prey Nokor), meant that Cambodia was now cut off to a large extent 



8 
 

Era four was the time of the French Protectorate21 (1863-1953). Their first act was to relocate the 
capital back to Chaktamouk and rename it the city of Phnom Penh (see Figure 1.05). During these 
years, power was systematically diluted from Khmer royalty and appropriated by the French 
colonisers22. They felt compelled to rediscover and re-create the ‘original Khmer23’ which had 
constructed the mighty Angkor empire and its urban layout. So they invasively integrated 
themselves within the Cambodia culture they encountered, edited it and constructed a protectorate 
where ‘…mimicry24 (see Figure 1.07) became inextricably tied up with questions of nation, 
authentication, and anticipation’ (Edwards 2007:11). An emerging colonially educated subaltern 
elite25 was groomed, who perfected a ‘double game’ (Bhabah 1994:37) between the Khmer people 
and the French colonisers. Bhabha describes subalterns as ‘…neither empty nor full, neither part nor 
whole. Their compensatory and vicarious processes of signification are a spur to social translation, 
the production of something else besides which is not only the cut or gap of the subject but also the 
intercut across social sites and disciples’ (1994:92). Through language, reading and writing they 
controlled information and became an influential power source26. Upon encountering pre-colonial 
spirituality, that had until then been characterised by a hybrid condition, the French colonisers felt 
determined to control it27. They ordered it, with subaltern help, into ‘pure, canonical Buddhism…the 
scapegoat…was Hinduism, disparaged by Orientalist scholarship as irrational, densely material and 
overly ritualistic’ (Edwards 2007:101,102). Khmer rituals and traditions of spatial spirituality in the 
city of Phnom Penh were restricted. By 1902 two printing presses were operating in Phnom Penh 
(Edwards 2007:105) copying numerous texts for distribution and Buddhism became symbolically tied 
to the future, modernity and technology. However, the colonisers failed to realise that this 
prescriptive re-construction (Edwards 2007:248,249) of culture and belief that they inscribed on 
Cambodia was merely a parallel realm that most of the indigenous Khmer people could easily 
accommodate within their personal spirituality through which they made sense of the world. 

                                                           
from maritime access to the outside world…Second the …Vietnamese institutionalisation of control…removed 
large portions of territory and tens of thousands of ethnic Khmer from Cambodian jurisdiction. …Finally, by 
taking over the delta and extending…control over the Gulf of Siam (a state of affairs that lasted until the 19th 
century), The Nguyen (Vietnamese) placed Cambodia in a vice between two powerful neighbours’ (2008:112).  
21 The country received a new name and flag. See Appendix 3 flag number two. 
22 The Royal Palace is an example of this, a building designed by French colonisers for a Khmer king (see Figure 
1.08). An expanded analysis of this will be undertaken in Chapter 5. 
23 This project was so effective that ‘…After Independence, this authenticity discourse was deployed by 
successive regimes, which asserted their claims to political legitimacy and national moral authority by 
deploying the notion of their ‘Original Khmerness’ both to vilify ‘other’ ethnic groups, countries, or ideologies 
and to assert their regimes ‘sameness’ with the tropes of Angkor and the Original Khmer’ (Edwards 2007:12).    
24 ‘A bronze statue of [King] Norodom on horseback, in the trappings of a French general, graced the palace 
grounds: a gift from the French government, this former statue of Napoleon II had been decapitated and 
recapped with a bust of Norodom chiselled up from a portrait. This cosmetic surgery symbolised French visions 
of Norodom as a figurehead of the protectorate’s body politic’ (Edwards 2007:45). 
25 This subaltern elite was intended to serve ‘…as an instrument of government…acting within a token 
traditional administration while remaining completely in French power’ (Edwards 2007:86).  
26 The Khmer people ‘…could not return to their settled and independent life again without noticing that they 
had learned many foreign ideas and ways, which they had unconsciously adopted, and come to feel here and 
there previously unrecognised spiritual and intellectual needs’ (Goethe quoted in Bhabha 1994:16). 
27 In Europe Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of the Species, had just been published and created growing 
interest in Buddhology, a non-Asian discipline that influenced the ‘…Buddhist reform movement of the 
1910’s... Emerging concepts of nation, cultural distinction, and religious difference were conflated in a new 
category: ‘national religion’. (Edwards 2007:96) ‘Khmer monks, sponsors of reform within the Khmer court, 
French-educated notables, and French scholars and museologists collectively mapped the contours of a 
particular type of Buddhism as the national religion in textual and material realms’ (Edwards 2007:95). 
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Figure 1.08: The Royal Palace (Photo by author 
2017) 

 
Figure 1.07: King Norodom: LHS in 1863 at his coronation RHS in 1864 signing the French 
Protectorate Treaty. (KI Media 2018 and Igout 1993:42) 
 
Era five (1953-1970) was the first era of independence. King Norodom Sihanouk (1922-2012), pivotal 
in securing independence in 195328, gained unanimous support from the Khmer people. Previous 
Khmer kings had used spirituality and claims of divinity to coerce obedience from their people 
through fear but Sihanouk used his subaltern experience to apply the more modern method of 
democracy. He abdicated the throne in favour of his father in 1955, formed a political party called 
the Sangkum Reastr Niyum (SRN), and was unanimously voted back into power as prime minister29. 
The SRN functioned according to what can be loosely described as Buddhist socialism30. It integrated 
both the ascendant Theravada Buddhism (that had been heavily subsidised by the French colonisers) 
and traditional Hindu and Animist customs into its charter31. Hybrid spirituality was publicly restored 
free from French colonial restriction. Sihanouk then established what is called the golden age of 
twentieth century Cambodia: the decade from 1955-65. He became an intentional patron of all the 
arts (Grant Ross and Collins 2005:44) and, on the appointment of Vann Molyvann (1929-2017) as 
state architect, commenced a boom in building construction32. ‘By the swinging 60’s, Phnom Penh 
was not only hip – it was the city that most other Southeast Asian nations wished to emulate33’ 
(Grant Ross and Collins 2005:4). However, innovative architecture in the city of Phnom Penh was not 
enough to prevent the disintegration of Sihanouk’s leadership of the country. His failure to delegate, 
desire for control ‘…and his unwillingness to face Cambodia’s economic, infrastructural, and social 
problems’ (Chandler 2008:244) created a number of political opponents who found opportunity to 
seize power in the subsequent era. 

                                                           
28 This was represented by a new name and flag for the country. See Appendix 3 flag number four. 
29 A position he held until he was deposed by a coup in 1970. 
30 ‘Both Buddhism and socialism seek to provide an end to suffering by analysing its conditions and removing 
its main causes through praxis. Both also seek to provide a transformation of personal consciousness 
(respectively, spiritual and political) to bring an end to human alienation and selfishness’ (Shields 2013). 
31 Annual rituals such as the festival of the dead (Pchum Bun), Khmer New Year and the Water Festival were 
encouraged (Chandler 2008: 243-244). 
32 This was largely funded by foreign countries such as France, USA, China and the USSR whose leaders were 
usually rewarded for their generosity by having a road named after them in the city of Phnom Penh.  
33 Indeed ‘…Lee Kuan Yew was impressed by the beauty and new architecture of Phnom Penh and expressed 
the desire for Singapore to be developed along similar lines’ (Grant Ross and Collins 2005:xxiv). 
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Figure 1.09: The Khmer Rouge enter Phnom     Figure 1.10: Phnom Penh 1979 (Pinterest 2018) 
Penh (Juvenal 1975)       
 
Era six (1970-1993) of the city of Phnom Penh was characterised by war and destruction. Sihanouk 
tried to navigate a peaceful non-partisan political line during the Vietnam War34 but this proved 
impossible to maintain35: he was overthrown in a USA backed coup on the eighteenth of March 
1970. General Lon Nol (1913-1985), became leader of the new Khmer Republic36 ‘…ending perhaps 
2000 years of monarchic rule’ (Chandler 1992:94), and was immediately ensnared in a civil war with 
Khmer Rouge communists (backed by Vietnam). The city’s population swelled as thousands of 
refugees flocked there for safety, peaking at approximately two million. In April 1975 the city of 
Phnom Penh fell to the Khmer Rouge37 (see Figure 1.09). Within weeks all the cities of Cambodia 
were emptied and people driven to the countryside to start a new agricultural revolution38. ‘Money, 
markets, and private property were abolished. Schools, universities, and Buddhist monasteries were 
closed’ (Chandler 1992:1). Anyone who disobeyed was severely punished and often killed. In the 
empty city of Phnom Penh a programme of systematic destruction escalated where symbols of 
culture, capitalism and spirituality were intentionally demolished or badly damaged39. The Khmer 
Rouge regime came to end when their communist alliance with Vietnam broke down. They turned 
on the hand that fed them and weakened after repeated purges, were violently expelled from the 
city of Phnom Penh on January 7th 197940 by the Vietnamese army (see Figure 1.10). ‘After liberation 
on January 7th 1979 Phnom Penh was a ghost city without people… Many home owners lost their 
lives. Nobody possessed their home ownership documents’ (Hun Sen quoted in Mehta and Mehta 
1999:91)41.  

                                                           
34 This was a protracted military conflict (1954-1975) between South Vietnam, supported by United States 
forces, and Communist North Vietnam, supported by China. 
35 Part of the Ho Chi Minh trail, used by North Vietnam communist fighters, was in north eastern Cambodia. 
36 The country received a new name and flag. See Appendix 3 flag number five. 
37 The new Khmer Rouge leadership was shrouded in mystery and it was only in a state visit to China in 1977 
that the prime minister was identified as Saloth Sar, also known as Pol Pot (1925-1998).  
38 Under new leadership the country received a new name and flag. See Appendix 3 flag number six. 
39 The ancient temples of Angkor were used for target practice by Khmer Rouge soldiers; intentionally 
desecrating the monuments of an oppressive social hierarchy. ‘The Khmer Rouge [also] systematically 
destroyed all but two of the 73 churches that existed in Cambodia in 1975’ (Grant Ross and Collins 2005: 81).  
40 ‘The city by then containing perhaps fifty thousand bureaucrats and factory workers…’ (Chandler 1998:225). 
41 Hun Sen was a mid-level Khmer Rouge commander by the age of 22. He was loyal to King Norodom Sihanouk 
and hated the brutality of the Khmer Rouge. On June 20th 1977 Hun Sen defected to Vietnam and was part of 
the Vietnamese forces that overthrew the Khmer Rouge regime on January 7th 1979. The Vietnamese installed 
him as foreign minister at the age of 29 and by the time he was 33 he became prime minister of Cambodia a 
position he has held for over 30 years. 
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From 1979 to 1993, Cambodian politics were in a state of tumult42. It was only when the four 
disparate political factions came together to sign the Paris Peace Agreements  in 199143 that the 
Kingdom of Cambodia received international recognition44. One of the conditions was to hold 
democratic elections and it was agreed that UNTAC (UN Transitional Authority of Cambodia) would 
take temporary control of the nation until the elections were completed in 199345. The election 
resulted in a power share agreement46 between Hun Sen and Prince Ranariddh (son of King 
Norodom Sihanouk) to lead the nation47. 
 
The final era (1993-to date) has not been as politically dramatic. By 1998, Hun Sen secured complete 
power and has been in control ever since. Increasingly he has started to intentionally align himself 
with royalty. Royal Khmer language is now used to introduce him and stories from his past have 
started to become strikingly similar to legends regarding King Kan48, a peasant, who became king in 
sixteenth century Cambodia (Strangio 2015:118). This method of looking to the past to justify 
holding onto political power in the present has a precedent in previous eras. Once aligned to royalty, 
the implication within Khmer tradition is that the leader (Hun Sen) is ‘nearly’ divine49. His power 
increases and people obey him out of fear. To perpetuate and sustain power Hun Sen has instituted 
a policy of ‘selling the family silver,’ where everything in Cambodia can be bought at the right price50. 
An example of this is the sale and infill of the inner city lake of Boueng Kak51 in the centre of the city 
in the early 2000’s. There has also been an intentional return to the less restrictive pre-colonial 
condition of hybrid spirituality: if a practice is not permitted within Buddhism it is likely to be 
allowed somewhere within Animism or Hinduism (Appendix 7: Interview 09). An example of this is 
the unchecked urban expansion of the city of Phnom Penh where much development is uninformed, 
shrouded by secrecy and arbitrarily rolled out by rich unaccountable developers. 
 

Under Hun Sen, the system [has] approached the outer limits of its logic. Despite 
entrenching himself in an unparalleled position of power, Hun Sen’s reliance on the 
Cambodian elites meant that even had he wanted to he had [has] little real power to reign in 
corruption and other abuses. Land, forests, and natural resources [including lakes] were all 
fed into a machine that produced little for ordinary people. (Strangio 2015:130) 

                                                           
42 This was evident in four changes of country name and flag during this time. See Appendix 3 numbers seven, 
eight, nine and four.  
43 This agreement also confirmed the return of King Norodom Sihanouk to the Royal Palace as constitutional 
monarch twenty-one years after he was overthrown in the 1970 coup. 
44 For Hun Sen, full international legitimacy only came when Cambodia was accepted into ASEAN in 1999. 
45 This was represented in a further change to country’s name and flag. See Appendix 3 number nine. 
46 ‘But it left nobody in doubt about who ran the country. Ranariddh was the public face of the government, 
while real power resided with Hun Sen, Chea Sim and Heng Samrin’ (Mehta and Mehta 1999:206). 
47 The country name and flag returned to its pre-1970 condition. See Appendix 3 flag number four. 
48 This is most likely to be King Ney Khan (1512 – 1516) The only commoner to become King of Cambodia since 
the ninth century (see Appendix 2). Hun Sen as an ex-military commander and father of seven children fits the 
profile of traditional Khmer King. Perhaps to validate his credentials further, he was influential in choosing the 
current constitutional monarch King Norodom Sihamoni, previously a ballet teacher with no children.  
49 Anecdotal evidence suggests he has a guardian spirit on his back protecting him and bringing him good 
fortune; according to a Japanese guru’s counsel, the spirit will depart if ever he travels under a bridge. This has 
prompted massive urban investment in bridges throughout the city of Phnom Penh to ensure he will only ever 
travel over bridges.   
50 What started as a necessary policy to create desperately needed reconstruction revenue in the 1980’s has 
become destructive normal practice. ‘The king still ate his kingdom, just as he did in precolonial times’ 
(Strangio 2015:129). 
51 See Chapter 3 for an expanded discussion about the inner city lake of Boeung Kak. 
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1.3 Theoretical Framework  
 
Upon arrival in the city of Phnom Penh in 2008, I realised that to work effectively it was necessary to 
engage in a measure of cultural contextualisation through the way we lived. From an ethnographic 
perspective we intentionally embedded ourselves as a family into Cambodian life where possible. 
This involved renting a modest ‘shophouse’ style townhouse within an inner city Khmer community 
and not a villa in a gated expat compound. Here we engaged in local cultural traditions and rituals 
such as weddings and funerals whilst also observing the three leading national festivals; Khmer New 
Year, the festival of the dead (Pchum Bun), and the Water Festival. As practising Christians, we chose 
to attend a Khmer church where the spoken language, of Christian spirituality was Khmer rather 
than attend an English speaking church. In order to facilitate this intentional cultural 
contextualisation, I engaged in formal language learning alongside my work at the Royal University 
of Fine Arts (RUFA). Access into the communities described above was facilitated by my growing 
ability to read, write, and understand the Khmer language. Out of this experience a theoretical 
framework emerged that integrated ethnography and phenomenology to investigate the location, 
type and character of spatial impacts of spirituality in the city of Phnom Penh. The following 
discussion of these terms introduces them, their leading principles, and why they were relevant to 
facilitate this thesis research. Due to Cambodia’s colonial past it was also necessary to be aware of 
postcolonial theory whilst conducting this study. Once this was done a clear research methodology 
could be articulated. 
 

In qualitative inquiry, phenomenology is a term that points to an interest in understanding 
social phenomena from the actors’ own perspectives and described the world as 
experienced by the subjects, with the important reality is what people perceive it to be. 
(Brinkmann and Kvale 2015:30) 
 

The concept of Phenomenology is thought to have been introduced by Edmund Husserl (1859-1938) 
as an approach to study lived experiences of human beings at the conscious level of understanding 
(Qutoshi 2018). It subsequently spread around the world into all forms of academic fields and is 
commonly understood to be a movement rather than a school as it does not have a body of 
universally agreed doctrine. Embree (1998:1) contends that it is a theoretical approach with four 
broad components. It tends to oppose naturalism focusing rather on ‘socio-historical or cultural 
lifeworld’ (or worldview) thereby affirming that an understanding of history and culture is important. 
It opposes an occupation with language, focusing instead on gaining knowledge based on ‘intuiting’ 
or the ‘seeing’ of the matters themselves that thought is about. Thus it validates experience, 
observation and sensation as an important part of the research process. Thirdly, it encourages 
awareness of the processes within conscious life that impact objects, and a parallel awareness of 
how these objects then present themselves because of these processes. This values the study of the 
relationship between seen and unseen phenomena. Finally, it can use analysis as well as the seeing 
of the matters reflected upon, to produce descriptions and interpretations at a variety of scales: a 
measureable research approach.  
 
Within the humanities and specifically the fields of architecture and urban design, phenomenology is 
an established method of research as it ‘…improves the ways of thinking to see a phenomenon, and 
it enables to see ahead and define researchers’ posture through intentional study of lived 
experiences’ (Qutoshi 2018:215). There are different phenomenological research methods or ways 
in which they engage with consciousness and its object. Two of the leading methods were 
introduced by Martin Heidegger (1889-1976) and Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1908-1961). Heidegger 
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was one of the first philosophers to write in a phenomenological way on architecture, most notably 
in his text entitled Building Dwelling Thinking (Heidegger 2011:243-255). He explores what it means 
to dwell and what it is that is necessary for the building to become known as a home. He 
‘…expresses something primal and fundamental about dwelling which extends its meaning beyond 
merely residing in a place’ (Lucas 2016:157). Merleau-Ponty (1908-1961), who was influenced by 
both Husserl and Heidegger, focused his writing more on the phenomenology of perception. He 
wrote that phenomenology was the study of essences which could be perceived through sensations. 
Architecture and the built environment could be described by recording sensations at various points 
(or along a route) to give an accurate experience of place over a course of time. For the purposes of 
this thesis, Heidegger’s method is more relevant when investigating how, and to what extent, the 
consciousness or phenomena of spirituality impacts the objects and spaces of the built environment 
in the city of Phnom Penh52. It allows for a discussion of the description and interpretation of 
phenomena, beyond purely physical and seen objects. His method includes the exploration and 
observation of these phenomena at both urban and domestic scales within the city.    
 
The term ethnography was first known to be used at the end of the nineteenth century to describe 
the lives of local people living in colonies (Kazubowski-Houston and Magnat 2018:379). Today 
ethnography can be thought of as the practice of writing about another group of people in order to 
understand some of the different ways it means to be human (Lucas 2016:37). It is part of the 
broader discipline of anthropology which is multifaceted including studies that relate to humans’ 
physical, social, cultural and linguistic development, as well as their material culture throughout time 
in all parts of the world (Salmon 1998). Ethnography is the documented experience of the quotidian 
stuff of life over substantial periods of time. This knowledge contributes to understanding a different 
world view. It is a personal and relational form of research that is influenced subjectively by the 
researcher. In Writing Culture (1986) James Clifford and George Marcus explored the quality, 
character and power of ethnographic writing. They recognised that anthropological writing must be 
seriously challenged as it could be accused of being a partial rendering of the truth from the 
subjective standpoint of the researcher. They posited that the ethnographer can never (and should 
never) be completely objective. ‘The choices made, the places and situations the researcher ends up 
in are all entirely contextualised by the researcher’s agency’ (Lucas 2016:167). Today ethnography is 
becoming increasingly interdisciplinary contributing collaboratively across the social sciences and 
humanities (Kazubowski-Houston and Magnat 2018). It is frequently used in built environment 
studies to find out about the lives of people in different cities, districts and neighbourhoods, thereby 
revealing insights about place.  
 
An integrated research method of ethnography and phenomenology developed over time. Nine 
years of embedded participant observation of Khmer culture, spirituality and people provided 
significant ethnographic access into the city of Phnom Penh. Throughout this time, I was able to 
build relationships with local Khmer people amongst whom I lived and worked. I observed daily life 
in our terraced shophouse, witnessed ceremonies and rituals, and was able to ask questions. My 
vocational training and regular work at RUFA provided me with technical awareness of how to 
engage with another culture’s architecture and urban design. My personal spirituality, consistent 
with protestant Christian tradition, also provided me with expanded awareness of how to engage 
with another people group’s spirituality. As my understanding of the Khmer context grew, I was able 
to consistently apply the research method of phenomenology to make connections and observations 
of the lived experiences and phenomena experienced, particularly in relation to the spatial impacts 

                                                           
52 This phenomenological approach is expanded in more detail in chapter 2. 
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of spirituality in the city of Phnom Penh. Important locations within the city could be identified as a 
result of ethnographic awareness and the relevance of these understood through phenomenology as 
the local spirituality was observed in practice within or around these places, often through the 
agency of topography and ritual. The participant observation of the 2017 Water Festival ritual53, is an 
example of this, where ethnography (local ritual experience) complimented and facilitated 
phenomenology (spatial spiritual observation): an integrated research methodology. 
 
1.31 The postcolonial filter 
 

[Postcolonial theory is a] coherently elaborated set of principles that can predict the 
outcome of a given set of phenomena. It comprises instead a related set of perspectives, 
which are juxtaposed against one another, on occasion contradictorily. It involves issues that 
are often the preoccupation of other disciplines and activities, particularly to do with the 
position of women, of development, of ecology, of social justice, [and] of socialism. (Young 
2003:7)   

 
Since 1953 the city of Phnom Penh has been a postcolonial city. Therefore, it is necessary to engage 
with postcolonial theory in order to be more informed about the evolving urban layout of the city. 
Postcolonial theory involves a studied engagement with the experience of colonialism and its past 
and present effects at the levels of material culture and of representation. It often involves the 
discussion of experiences such as those of slavery, migration, suppression and resistance, difference, 
race, gender, place and analysis of the responses to the discourses of imperial Europe, such as 
history, philosophy, anthropology and linguistics (Quayson 1998). It necessitates an awareness of 
conditions under colonialism as well as those coming after its historical end to comprise ‘…a related 
set of perspectives, which are juxtaposed against one another, on occasion contradictorily’ (Young 
2003:7). The city of Phnom Penh was the capital of the French protectorate of Cambodia from 1863 
to 1953. Ninety years of colonial rule have left their mark on the city and its urban layout. 
Postcolonial theory creates a filter which was helpful to recognise when researching and analysing 
the French colonial project in Cambodia and its impacts.  
 
Edward Said’s (1935-2003) text Orientalism (1978) identified the Orient as ‘…almost a European 
invention, and had been since antiquity a place of romance, exotic beings, haunting memories and 
landscapes’ (Said 2003:1). This was certainly the French approach to Indochina in the nineteenth 
century. Over time they developed their own version of ‘Orientalism’ that helped them deal with 
Indochina (and specifically Cambodia and the city of Phnom Penh). This involved controlling political 
rule, public statements, descriptions, education, settling, spirituality and urban design. However, 
postcolonial theory, although providing an important backdrop, has not been included as part of the 
primary research methodology of this thesis for two main reasons. Firstly, the entire history of the 
city is under research. The colonial/post-colonial period was only a part of the city’s evolution: a 
number of spatial impacts of spirituality were informed by the pre-colonial Khmer cultural context. 
Secondly the postcolonial period in Cambodia was unique due to the devastation bought about by 
the Khmer Rouge period (1975-1979). These four years of genocide and systematic destruction 
created a type of rupture in the natural postcolonial progression that significantly destroyed cultural 
continuity. The impact of this and its postcolonial theory implications are extensive. Therefore, it is 
outside the scope of this thesis to engage with postcolonial theory as a primary research method for 
this thesis topic. Rather ethnography and phenomenology have been adopted as the primary 

                                                           
53 See Chapter 5 for an expanded discussion on the Water Festival ritual. 
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research methods though at times postcolonial theory will be indirectly addressed in the data 
discussion and analysis chapters where relevant54.  
 
1.4 Research methodology   
 
Background data and primary data was collected through the following research methodology. 
Background data was predominantly gleaned from archival material and written texts. Primary data 
was collected through three main ways: visual, experiential and acoustic. Over a period of five years, 
data was recorded in field notes and concurrently written up into 24 working papers that created 
the foundation material for this thesis that could be mined, analysed and discussed accordingly. 
Grounded theory was helpful in the preliminary stages of the thesis research, to discern from the 
primary data a number of dominant factors that characterise locations of spirituality in the city of 
Phnom Penh. An example of this is hybrid spirituality: its presence, history and agency in the urban 
layout today became increasingly evident as research progressed. This provided a systematic 
inductive methodology whose purpose was to construct theory through the gathering and analysis 
of primary data not through testing an existing theoretical framework55. 
 
Archival material and data was gathered from an array of texts the significance of which is discussed 
in greater detail in the literature review. Texts were selected subject to their relevance to the thesis 
topic. Themes such as spirituality, urban design, topography, ritual and the city of Phnom Penh were 
explored and researched. Certain texts were difficult to linguistically access as they were written in 
French or Khmer. I was able to use my own language skills to understand general information and 
sometimes a translation was obtained to expand understanding. This archival material helped to 
establish the background context of the thesis regarding spirituality and urban design. It also helped 
to elaborate Khmer culture, spirituality and history: particularly in relation to the city of Phnom 
Penh. It is worth noting that the quantity of academic and archival material relating to Cambodia, its 
culture and the city of Phnom Penh is not extensive, mostly due to the systematic destruction 
caused by the Khmer Rouge when a generation of people were executed, many of whom would 
have been authors and academics today.  
 
As a participant observer56, I gathered primary data through intentional observation of Khmer 
culture and the city of Phnom Penh where I lived and worked. I used my non-Khmer architectural 
understandings of space and spirituality to identify physical and cultural contexts for this 
phenomena in the city of Phnom Penh: an etic perspective57.  
 
 

                                                           
54 Recent postcolonial scholars such as Homi Bhabha, Aime Cesaire and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak have built 
on Said’s work in their texts and engage with postcolonial themes such as mimicry (Bhabha 1994:125, 126), 
hybridity (Bhabha 1994:19), the subaltern (Bhabha 1994:37,92 Spivak 1998:332), and the ‘other’ (Cesaire 
quoted in Williams and Chrisman 1994:177). All of these have been helpful when researching the relationship 
between spirituality and urban design in the city of Phnom Penh today.  
55 ‘Here grounded theory differs from the traditional model of research, where the researcher chooses an 
existing theoretical framework, and only then collects data to show how the theory does or does not apply to 
the phenomenon under study’ (Brinkmann and Kvarle 2015:227). 
56 ‘The ethnographer’s personal experiences, especially those of participation and empathy, are recognised as 
central to the research process but they are firmly restrained by the impersonal standards of observation and 
‘objective’ distance’ (Clifford 1986:13). 
57 ‘The etic account is from the point of view of an observer who is outside the culture or activity in question, 
whereas the emic account is produced from within a culture’ (Lucas 2016:10).  
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Figure 1.11: Diagram study of hybrid spirituality     Figure 1.12: Sketch study of housing typologies 
(Drawing by author 2014)       (Drawing by author 2018)  
 
Also, due to my embedded context within Khmer culture, the architectural faculty at RUFA and local 
Khmer church, I have had further access to additional extant Khmer examples in the urban layout; an 
emic perspective. Observations from both etic and emic perspectives have produced nuanced 
primary data which has been recorded through text, photos, drawings, diagrams and sketches (see 
Figure 1.11 and 1.12). Extensive photographic data was collected in addition to the production of 
many diagrams and sketches that helped articulate the relationship between spirituality and urban 
design in the city of Phnom Penh. An example of these drawings were studies made of hybrid 
spirituality (see Figure 1.11) and the topographical element of the tree (see Figure 1.12). Urban and 
domestic scale plans and elevations were also drawn in both colour and monochrome to describe, 
inform and capture the location and impact of spirituality observed. One of the limitations of this 
method of data collection is selection; not all data observed could be captured and only the best 
examples were included in the proceeding chapters to be analysed.  
 

The idea of ritual is itself a construction, that is, a category or tool of analysis built up from a 
sampling of ethnographic descriptions and the elevation of many untested assumptions; it 
has been pressed into service in an attempt to explain the roots of religion in human 
behaviour in ways that are meaningful. (Bell 1997:21) 
 

Rituals are dynamic local sources of spatial spiritual practice (Bell 1997:22) and a valuable resource 
to help elaborate an authentic response. Within Khmer culture, and history, rituals are prevalent. 
They inform individual and communal spatial practice at key moments in life (Marston and Guthrie 
2004:7, Ebihara 1968:153) and include births, weddings, funerals, harvest, weather, protection, 
annual cycle, etc. As an embedded participant observer, living and working in the Khmer culture of 
the city of Phnom Penh for an extended period of time, I was also able to experience the city with all 
my senses. This occurred through regular patterns of daily life as well as participation in a number of 
rituals including my personal spiritual ritual of weekly attendance at a Khmer church as well as 
observing domestic Khmer rituals in the homes of my colleagues and friends. I also repeatedly 
experienced the celebrations of the three leading national festivals of Khmer New Year, the Water 
Festival and Pchum Bun, in the city of Phnom Penh. These observations of rituals and how they 
involved topography and the built environment on both urban and domestic scales were also 
recorded through text, drawings, photographs, diagrams and sketches. A limitation of this method of 
data collection was the boundary of my own ethnographic understanding of Khmer culture where 
certain actions or processes within the ritual may have been overlooked.  
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Figure 1.13: Self-published book containing English language transcripts of twenty interviews 
(Drawing by Cheung 2017) 
 
As an embedded participant observer with increasingly proficient Khmer language skills, I was able 
to have many conversations with Khmer people from all walks of life during this time period. These 
included: built environment professionals (architects); spiritual leaders (Buddhist, Christian and 
Animist); and city of Phnom Penh dwellers.  When information relevant to the thesis topic was 
revealed, I documented it as field notes and engaged in further research within the city which 
helped locate and/or elaborate spatial impacts of spirituality. The importance of conversation and 
the spoken word as a primary data source was increasingly emphasised as the research progressed, 
in part due to the limited available written texts. After three years of field research, and ten written 
working papers, the extant data gathered helped establish a questionnaire. Twenty-one questions58 
emerged about personal spirituality and its spatial expression in relation to the topographical 
elements, the domestic scale of the home, the urban scale of the city and any associated rituals. 
Twenty semi-structured interviews59 were then conducted with ethnic Khmer people who lived 
within the city of Phnom Penh to help identify an indigenous response to the themes of spirituality 
and space in the urban layout. These followed a phenomenological approach60 where the 
interviewees were asked to reflect on their personal spirituality and share their lived experience of it 
in the city of Phnom Penh61. A cross section of society was approached for interview that included a 
variety of gender, age, wealth, education and occupation. These interviews were conducted over 
seven months between June 2016 to February 2017. Audio recordings were taken of nineteen of the 
interviews62. The interviewees’ language proficiency determined whether the interview was 

                                                           
58 See Appendix 4 for interview questionnaire proforma. 
59 ‘A semi-structured life world interview attempts to understand themes of the lived everyday world from the 
subjects’ own perspectives’ (Brinkmann and Kvarle 2015:31). 
60 Brinkmann and Kvarle recommend twelve aspects or key words that characterise and structure semi-
structured interviews from a phenomenological standpoint (2015:32-36). These were included where possible.  
61 A methodical questionnaire precedent was found to be conducted by Bermudez (Barrie, Bermudez and Tabb 
2017:42) when exploring ‘extraordinary architectural experiences’. 
62 Each interview lasted from 30 minutes to 1.5 hours in length. One interviewee wrote their responses in text. 



18 
 

conducted in English or Khmer63. Sometimes additional questions were asked to elaborate responses 
and occasionally the interviewee asked questions. Once the interviews were complete they were 
transcribed and translated where necessary64. The resultant transcriptions were then self-published 
in a limited print run book that is not in the public domain (see Figure 1.13). Within this text, 
absolute anonymity was maintained and all ethical procedures were followed. 
 
Once the background and primary data was recorded within twenty four working papers, the data 
was then analysed and discussed under one of the three leading research themes: topography; 
dwelling (domestic scale); and urban layout (urban scale). These later became chapters within the 
thesis. Coding and categorisation was used to analyse the primary data extracted through the semi-
structured interviews. Common themes were tagged and coded to allow grouping into concepts and 
categories within the research themes; many pages of interview transcriptions were summarised65. 
This method of ‘breaking down, examining, comparing, conceptualisation and categorising data’ 
(Strauss and Corbin 1990:60 – quoted in Brinkmann and Kvarle 2015:227) from the interviews was 
then used to elaborate the analysis of all the gathered data in each of the three leading chapters. 
Here the interviewee responses that had been decontextualized through categorisation were re-
contextualised through data analysis to inform chapter discussions. An example of this primary data 
analysis involves the topographical element of the Bodhi tree in Chapter 3. The interview responses 
corroborate that this species of tree has spiritual significance within Buddhism and also Khmer 
culture today. Subsequently its location within the city was intentionally observed and the extent of 
its spatial impact mapped. The data analysis results identified the character and location of many 
further spatial expressions of spirituality in the city of Phnom Penh. These locations were drawn into 
a series of maps, elevations, sections and diagrams of the city that take into account the 
characteristics and scale of these phenomena. These resultant findings from each of the themed 
chapters contribute to the closing chapter’s summary of the relationship between spirituality and 
urban design within the city of Phnom Penh in the twenty-first century. 
 
1.5 Conclusion  
 

The wall of the city had twelve foundations, and on them were the names of the twelve 
apostles of the lamb. (Revelation 21:14)  

 
The introduction to this thesis research has included: my personal motivation; the thesis topic; a 
background to the city of Phnom Penh; a theoretical framework overview; and an elaborated 
research methodology which will be pursued in the following chapters. The leading terms of the 
thesis have been identified and discussed to facilitate clarity of understanding. The integrated 
theoretical framework of ethnography and phenomenology has been presented and the influence of 
postcolonial theory recognised. Chapter 2 proceeds to address the significant texts related to the 
thesis topic. It summarises the most relevant texts to the theoretical framework, research content 
and methodology with specific attention to the extant, yet limited, material written by Khmer 

                                                           
63 Nine interviews were conducted in Khmer and eleven conducted in English. 
64 See Appendix 7. Here the interviews have been ordered in the sequence that they were undertaken. The 
transcript included is verbatim. Posed questions are represented by bold text and interviewees’ answers by 
regular text that follows. Verbatim dialogue has been preserved for the sake of authenticity. Some words or 
phrases are within square brackets, indicating that the section was unclear in the audio file and it has been 
inferred what the original response was. Square brackets have been used to show when a quote was edited: 
such as the addition of a word to enhance readability and flow.  
65 See Appendix 5 for coding and categorisation results. 
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scholars. This chapter concludes by identifying a number of gaps in the existing literature related to 
the thesis topic. Chapter 3 introduces the close relationship topography has had with spirituality 
throughout Khmer history. It identifies the prevalent hybrid spirituality of Cambodia that has 
integrated Buddhism, Hinduism and Animism at varying levels over time. It then proceeds to analyse 
three topographical elements: tree; mountain; and water. It scrutinises their agency within Khmer 
spirituality and ritual, at both the urban and domestic scale, to create spatial impacts of spirituality 
that are identified through a series of speculative maps and drawings within the city of Phnom Penh. 
Chapter 4 introduces two traditional house construction rituals: one at the urban scale of the 
settlement and the other at the domestic scale of the individual house. These are then analysed and 
the findings applied to three house typologies present in the city of Phnom Penh in the twenty-first 
century: the shophouse; the semi-detached villa; and the apartment block. The chapter concludes by 
assessing which typology most effectively allows spatial impacts of spirituality, consistent with 
Khmer culture, through a series of sketch elevations and sections. Chapter 5 analyses the city of 
Phnom Penh through a series of urban layout maps from the pre-colonial era until the twenty-first 
century. Urban focal points and their spiritual impact are identified and discussed within the 
analysis. The chapter concludes with a detailed case study of the annual Water Festival which 
integrates topography, domestic and urban scale within it. The concluding chapter gathers the 
findings from each of the three data analysis chapters to conclude the character and extent of the 
relationship between spirituality and urban design in the city of Phnom Penh today. It will also assess 
the degree which the identified gaps to knowledge have been filled and evaluate the research 
methodology undertaken. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review        
 

Excellent architecture, one that may reveal life as purposeful, accommodates the space of 
desire without trying to foreclose it (through mere comfort – or by hiding its openness to 
death, the horizon bounding our lives). It accommodates and furthers the appropriate 
moods for focal actions…that allows humans the possibility of being present. (Perez-Gomez 
2016: 30)  

 
2.1 Introduction 
 
Spirituality is the primary theme that underpins this thesis. It was introduced in the previous chapter 
and its role within the architecture and urban design of the city of Phnom Penh is what is under 
investigation. The research methodology, also introduced in the previous chapter, integrates 
phenomenology and ethnography, and allows informed access into Khmer culture providing a 
rigorous method to observe and record the spatial impacts of spirituality within the city. This chapter 
will review and clarify the theoretical context of the research methodology undertaken; it recognises 
the extent of available information and texts germane to it in the city of Phnom Penh. The scope, 
approach and relevance of these texts will be discussed and associated gaps in knowledge identified. 
In the first section of the chapter, pertinent texts related to this methodology will be elaborated and 
reviewed. The second section will focus on how spirituality is manifest in the city of Phnom Penh 
today. It will acknowledge various layers of meaning that have been understood from the 
perspective of both Khmer and non-Khmer scholars through time. The third section will address 
topographic texts that are material to both spirituality and the key topographical elements of tree, 
mountain, and water within a Khmer cultural context. Fourthly, texts related to the notion of 
dwelling within the Khmer context will be addressed. In the final section, texts related to the city of 
Phnom Penh will be reviewed. Other than the first, each section will be structured similarly: the texts 
apropos to the current position on the issue will be articulated, followed by a discussion, expanded 
by relevant texts from both Khmer and no-Khmer authors, about what has been historically written 
to reach this position. At the end of each section gaps in existing knowledge will be identified and 
then in the conclusion of the chapter these will be summarised accordingly.  
 
2.2 Phenomenology  
 

The most conventional image of modernity is certainly that according to which modern man 
has taken his destiny into his own hands. He has abandoned the transcendence, superstition 
and faith of the past and has taken his own fate upon himself. (Vattimo quoted in Leach 
1997:148) 

 
Phenomenology takes into account transcendence, superstition and faith as it contends to make 
sense of the lived experience and consciousness of life or to put it simply how we know what we 
know. The twentieth century German philosopher Martin Heidegger (1889-1976) in his writing on 
architecture and place making within the essay Building Dwelling Thinking (Heidegger 2011:243-255) 
discussed what it meant to dwell and how building or objects relate to dwelling. This theme of 
enquiry explores consciousness as it relates to physical objects or building. Here the notion of 
‘presencing’ is introduced to describe a way in which reality can be both recognised and understood 
(Rae 2017:192). Norberg-Schultz extends this theory when he argues that to dwell in a specific place, 
allows (or presences) a greater understanding of reality because ‘to belong to a place means to have 
an existential foothold, in a concrete everyday sense’ (Norberg-Shultz quoted in Nesbitt 1996:426). 
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Lucas seems highly critical of Heidegger, accusing him of harking ‘back to an almost mythical golden 
age, when a more ‘genuine’ form of dwelling (based on his imagination of what one might be like) 
allowed a connection with the actual construction of a building’ (2016:157). However, I found 
Heidegger’s notion of presencing to be relevant when exploring the spatial impacts of spirituality 
within traditional Khmer dwellings where people intentionally engage with their lived experience of 
hybrid spirituality as they continually practice both construction rituals and domestic rituals. Rituals 
also have a spatial and tectonic character as they involve doing something within space such as 
constructing a home (see chapter 4). Both characteristics are necessary and combine together to 
presence spatial impacts of spirituality. The Khmer home has a spiritual dimension that goes beyond 
pure functionality and practicality. Kenneth Frampton made a similar connection in his text, entitled 
Rappel a l’ordre, the case for the tectonic (Nesbitt 1996:518-528), where he associated East Asian 
Japanese spiritual rituals with Heidegger’s essay1. He observed how the ritualistic practice of binding 
and knotting perpetuated elements of local spirituality and construction (or building) in the space of 
the home.  
 
Heidegger further illustrates his phenomenological approach through an analysis of a bridge which 
introduces the idea of a fourfold that ‘…gathers to itself in its own way earth and sky, divinities and 
mortals’ (Heidegger 2011:249). Accordingly, the spatial impact of the bridge makes a place come 
into being through highlighting the place’s physical, sensual and spiritual characteristics. The 
elements of the fourfold, evidence a sort of mythical origin or timeless continuity as they can be 
considered anywhere in the world during any era. Furthermore, both their lack of cultural specificity 
and absence of time specific detail, allow measures of change and transformation to occur. 
Therefore, within the theory of the fourfold, continuity and change can co-exist without mutual 
contradiction. This fourfold that Heidegger considered essential, particularly his reference to the 
agency of divinities, has been criticised for being overly timeless or transcendental by other 
philosophers like Theodore Adorno (Hammer 2020:473-486). In his consideration of modernity, 
Adorno’s argument for ‘difference, differentiation, and absence, [and] a historically indexed self-
reflection’ (Hammer 2020:473) seems to take issue with Heidegger when he argues for greater 
contextualisation and an increased allowance for the impact of change to be taken into account. 
Emmanuel Levinas also struggled with Heidegger’s approach as he sensed a lack of any ethical 
philosophy within its reference to the divinities (Harman 2009:407). Neither of these critiques 
mitigates the usefulness of Heidegger’s approach to investigate the relationship between spirituality 
and urban design in the East Asian context of Cambodia that permits an awareness of the spiritual 
(whatever that may be) without being ethically prescriptive. Any divinities encountered can be seen 
as messengers bearing meaningfulness into things and spaces through their very nature (Mitchell 
2015:167). Such meaningfulness is slippery to define and maybe ethically vague but remains as a 
hint or suggestion of an embodied experience: thus allowing an exploration of spatial spirituality in 
the city of Phnom Penh.  
 
The sense of gathering within Heidegger’s fourfold can be seen to accurately describe the bringing 
together of the physical, sensual and spiritual in the construction and inhabitation of the Khmer 
dwelling that is expanded in Chapter 4. Christian Norberg-Schulz (1926-2000), developed this notion 
of gathering, in his theories related to the phenomena of place (1988). He elaborated the potential 
of a phenomenological approach in architecture (and by extension urban layouts) to make space 

                                                           
1 ‘In Shinto culture these proto-tectonic binding rituals constitute agrarian renewal rites. They point at once to 
that close association between building, dwelling, cultivating, and being, remarked on by Martin Heidegger in 
his essay “Building Dwelling Thinking” of 1954’ (Frampton quoted in Nesbitt 1996:524). 
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meaningful through recognising the unseen ‘spirit’ of place. ‘He reintroduces the ancient Roman 
idea of the genius loci2, the spirit of a particular place (creating a link to the sacred) which provides 
an ‘other’ or opposite that humanity must confront in order to dwell’ (Nesbitt 1996:412). A criticism 
of this approach is the potential for overreliance on tradition and nostalgia despite Norberg-Schultz’s 
claims to the contrary (Wilken 2013:346). Further criticisms of his theory include his selective use 
and reading of imagery to explain his ideas, a lack of political engagement, and his method of 
understanding Heidegger’s writing (Edquist 2013:80,81). These criticisms, which could be contested 
themselves, encourage a reflective and rigorous approach when applying the concept of the genius 
loci to spatial analysis. An example of this is Jiven and Larkham’s definition of the following four 
thematic levels within the genius loci: the topography of the earth’s surface; the cosmological light 
conditions and the sky as natural conditions; buildings; and symbolic and existential meanings in the 
cultural landscape (2003:70). This seems to intentionally connect the genius loci with Heidegger’s 
theory of the fourfold. A phenomenological approach allows a reading of the impact of spirituality 
within a place as it values the unseen perceptions of a space as well as tectonics, materiality and 
function. The physicality of place is recognised as important therefore the location of the Khmer 
dwelling can be affirmed. Through this recognition of place, the surrounding topography, landscape 
and urban layout is also validated as the ‘other’ separate from the genius loci of the Khmer dwelling.  
 
In Juhani Pallasmaa’s text, The Eyes of the Skin (2012), he argues that each of the senses has a role in 
place creation and understanding of the genius loci that Norberg-Schulz introduces. He articulates a 
way of using phenomenology as a research method when he advocates employing each of the five 
senses equally in creating and experiencing architecture. Taste, touch, smell and sound are just as 
relevant as vision when experiencing rituals that characterise Khmer spirituality. Pallasmaa warns of 
the current dominance of the visual in today’s architecture and urban layouts (Pallasmaa 
2012:18,19). This dominance of the visual has contributed in part to why twenty-first century 
architects struggle with defining and designing spatial impacts of spirituality. (A concern that has 
helped drive this research forward). Alberto Perez Gomez suggests that perhaps it could be more 
easily understood as part of the ‘atmosphere of place’. (2016:16,18). This phenomenological method 
(Pallasmaa 2012) has been used to collect the primary data for this thesis and propose locations 
(Norberg-Schultz 1998) in the city of Phnom Penh that gather (Heidegger 2011) both topographical 
(physical) and spiritual characteristics to identify (or presence) themselves. 
 
This method has precedent in other practising architect’s work where the physical and the spiritual 
are integrated to create experiential or phenomenological architecture. Christian Borch expands the 
notion of atmospheres when he argues that all people feel atmospheres in places, both physically 
and experientially, though they may not be aware that these have been designed. This reveals ‘…a 
subtle form of power, in which behaviour, desires, and experiences are governed or managed 
without people being consciously aware of this’ (Borch 2014:61,62). He cites the Swiss architect 
Peter Zumthor as a leading practitioner of phenomenological architecture who integrates 
atmospheres into his architecture3. These are not limited to bodily engagement with the building 
itself but include how the building relates to its environment and by extension the surrounding 
topography (Borch 2014:7,8). The unbuilt project by the Italian architect Giuseppe Terragni (1904-

                                                           
2 ‘Genius loci is a Roman concept. According to ancient Roman belief every ‘independent’ being has its genius, 
its guardian spirit. This spirit gives life to people and places, accompanies them from birth to death, and 
determines their character or essence… genius loci; the ‘spirit of place’ which the ancients recognised as that 
‘opposite’ man has to come to terms with, to be able to dwell. The concept of genius loci denotes the essence 
of place…’ (Norberg-Schultz quoted in Nesbitt 1996:422, 418). 
3 Peter Zumthor has also written a book entitled Atmospheres (2006) within which he expands on this practice. 
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1943) called the Danteum, was a rational spatial expression of the spirituality inspired by Dante 
Alighieri’s (1265-1321) text entitled The Divine Comedy (1320). His proposed physical design traced 
the spiritual journey through hell, purgatory and heaven: a rational physical expression of spirituality 
that created an atmosphere or spirit of place. In Architecture in the Age of Divided Representation 
(2004) Dalibor Vesely argues that phenomenology finds antecedents in renaissance perspective and 
practice and is a viable method of architecture to reconcile different levels of reality to everyday life 
(Pallasmaa 2016). These architects have applied phenomenology in their theory, practice and place 
creation, thus validating it as a suitable part of the research methodology that can be used to 
explore the relationship between spirituality and urban design within the city of Phnom Penh. These 
texts highlight gaps in existing literature regarding specific engagement with the unseen phenomena 
of spirituality: a recognisable element of consciousness. A further gap relates to the lack of specific 
phenomenological texts and theories focusing on the spatial impacts of spirituality in the city of 
Phnom Penh.  
 
2.3 Ethnography 
 

Ethnography is actively situated between powerful systems of meaning. It poses its 
questions at the boundaries of civilisations, cultures, classes, races, and genders. 
Ethnography decodes and recodes, telling the grounds of collective order and diversity. 
(Clifford 1986:2) 

 
The above quote from the ethnographer James Clifford suggests that as a research methodology, 
ethnography is compatible with phenomenology as it explores meaning in other people’s world 
views. This has room to include research into the relationship between spirituality and urban design 
in the city of Phnom Penh, the capital city of Cambodia where I was an embedded participant 
observer for nine years. Certain texts have helped to clarify the role of the ethnographer (Clifford 
and Marcus 1986, Lucas 2016 and Kazubowski-Houston and Magnat 2018), recognising and valuing 
their subjective viewpoint and participant observation on other cultures. This validated the research 
method followed, to gather primary data in the city of Phnom Penh, as well as the view point from 
which the thesis was written. May Ebihara was an anthropologist who was an embedded participant 
observer in a Khmer village for a year (1959-1960). She wrote one of the only two detailed 
ethnographies on rural life in Cambodia before the era of war that commenced in 1970. Her 
research focused on structures and patterns of behaviour in Khmer daily life, not ideologies. She 
recognised that the data collected as a participant observer was precise but not exhaustive 
(Ledgerwood writing in Ebihara 2018). Though her approach was more scientific, it has been 
influential in the ethnographic approach adopted for this thesis research where intensive participant 
observation immersion has been done. Detailed descriptions of daily life and its associated rituals in 
the city of Phnom Penh have been recorded over a period of nine years.  
 
There have been a number of ethnographic texts observing Khmer culture throughout time. The first 
known text was written in the thirteenth century by the Chinese ambassador Chou Ta Kouen (2001) 
at the end of the Angkor empire era, about his embassy to the Khmer King and his royal court in the 
city of Angkor Thom. His account documents observations and opinions of Khmer daily life, culture 
and rituals within which he perceived evidence of the hybrid spirituality that is so relevant to this 
thesis. This approach is echoed in further known ethnographies by European missionaries and 
colonisers from the seventeenth century until the twentieth century, whose accounts have only 
been translated and made available at the turn of the twenty-first century (Francois Ponchard 1978, 
Gabriel Quiroga de San Antonio 1998, Henri Mouhot 2000, and Etienne Aymonier 2016). Each lived 
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in Cambodia for an extended period of time and within their texts addressed Khmer spirituality in 
varying levels of detail; all of whom have provided helpful background context to this thesis. In the 
twenty-first century there have been a number of ethnographic accounts written in the tradition of 
Ebihara with similar restrained rigour and opinion about Khmer culture. These have been produced 
by non-Khmer authors who are usually working as academics or journalists based in Cambodia (Jean-
Michel Filippi 2012, Sebastian Strangio 2014, Phillip Coggan 2015 and Steven Boswell 2016). Like the 
previous texts cited, they reference in their accounts spatial locations of spirituality such as Khmer 
rituals, significant pagodas or Wat Phnom. They also include more detail on the location of these 
within the city of Phnom Penh and beyond. These have helped to underpin and corroborate the 
primary data researched, particularly from interviews, within the thesis. None of these ethnographic 
texts are as insightful as Ebihara’s work on Khmer culture, daily life and spirituality. These thus 
highlight the gap in the ethnographic literature related to the city of Phnom Penh for texts whose 
content observes and engages with Khmer culture with rigour and nuanced observation that can 
only emerge from an extended period of embedded observation. 
 
2.4 Khmer spirituality  
 

Cambodia is recognised by its religious freedom even though Buddhism is the state religion. 
95 percent of the population of about 15 million are Buddhists. Islam has about 300,000 
followers, and some 0.25 percent of Cambodian people follow Christianity, animism and so 
on. (AKP 2018) 

 
Khmer spirituality has been extensively researched and discussed within various texts. The above 
quote states that the dominant spirituality in Cambodia today is Buddhism and that it is accepted as 
the national religion of approx. 95 percent of Cambodia. The thesis research and exploration into the 
relationship between spirituality and urban design within the city of Phnom Penh contends that this 
is only partially accurate as Khmer spirituality is far more complex. An investigation, following the 
research methodology discussed above, has explored Khmer spirituality through the themes of 
topography, ritual and scale (both urban and domestic). One of the most relevant texts is Spirit 
Worlds of Cambodia, The Buddha and The Naga by Philip Coggan (2015) who posits that… 
 

Cambodian religion is a complex blend of Hinduism, Buddhism and Animism. Hinduism 
provides the Khmer with gods, Buddhism with an ethical framework, and animism a rich 
world of spirits. All three together make up the mandala of Cambodian spiritual life. (Coggan 
2015:16) 

 
In his book, he expands this hybrid spiritual condition and evidences its presence through the 
description and explanation of social and national rituals, customs and practices4. He identifies 
relevant background detail on the Khmer spiritual world and the different spirits (and their 
characteristics) who reside within it. This has informed the thesis research that includes what is 
being worshipped and why at a given location. An example of this is the location of the shrine next 
to the finish line of the boat race which is discussed in Chapter 5. Coggan’s text builds on a corpus of 
historical literature related to Khmer spirituality. Historical texts that focus on the first two eras5 and 
trace the evolution of Khmer spirituality (G Coedes 1968 and I Palmer Briggs 1951) argue that prior 
to the indianisation of Funan (modern day Cambodia) the prevailing spirituality was Animism. It was 

                                                           
4 Coggan also recognises the peripheral (but growing) impact of Christian spirituality (2015:153). 
5 See Appendix 1 for sketch timeline. 
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only after indianisation that the conflated condition of Khmer spirituality emerged. Subsequent 
ethnographic texts have continued to observe how this hybrid spirituality evolved through space, 
topography, time and ritual with varying spiritualities in ascendancy (Chou Ta Kouen 2001, Francois 
Ponchard 1978, Gabriel Quiroga de San Antonio 1998, Henri Mouhot 2000, and Etienne Aymonier 
2016). In the twenty-first century this hybrid spiritual condition is characterised by an 
‘…accommodating spirit [that] has been an intrinsic feature of Cambodian Buddhism since its 
inception’ (Ian Harris 2005:230). Erik W. Davis argues that within current Khmer Buddhism there is 
an inherent syncretism between belief and practice. He observes that ‘…while 96 percent of 
Cambodians declare they are Buddhists, the majority of their ritual actions…are often with ‘non-
Buddhist’ spirits’ (2016:220). He concludes that the term Buddhism becomes a vehicle to manage 
the wild and haphazard spirit world. He recognises other spiritualties, and groups them together 
under a loose umbrella term of Brahmanism, which for the purposes of his text identifies what is 
non-Buddhist. Practitioners range from, 
 

Astrologers… and spirit mediums, to witches of various sorts… these people engage in 
activities that are clearly part of the dominant style of religious practice in the country, but 
are also identified by both insiders and outsiders as ‘not Buddhist’. If these practices are not 
Buddhist, then what are they? (Davis 2016: 226) 

 
Though not the most recent text, Ebihara’s ethnographic work (2012), written from the perspective 
of an embedded outsider and initially published in the 1960’s, is still the most relevant available 
resource that starts to explore the complex spirituality of Cambodia. She recognises that the 
diversity of Khmer spiritual practice is almost always spatially expressed and observed a coexistence 
of spirituality6 where, ‘…shrines for spirits are found on Buddhist temple grounds; magical 
practitioners are also devout Buddhists…thus, while the Khmer are officially Buddhists, their 
Buddhism encompasses and is mingled with the indigenous traditional folk beliefs [Animism]’ 
(Ebihara 2012:175). This perspective on how Khmer spirituality has been spatially expressed through 
ritual and daily practice not only informed the thesis research approach but emphasised the lack of 
current texts relating to these themes within the city of Phnom Penh.  
 
There are a limited number of translated Khmer texts regarding this primary theme of spirituality 
and the available germane texts immediately challenge the common western spiritual presumptions 
of dualism that was thought to be introduced by Rene Descartes in the seventeenth century. Ang 
Choulean7 writes that the Khmer people ‘…believe that each person has nineteen brah ling 
(spirits/or spiritual parts) which animate the body’ (2004:2). It is difficult to further define these 
other than recognising their chief characteristic of fragility. For example, some brah ling can leave 
the body when a person is sick or trips on the stairs. It is thought the wild spirits of the forest are 
luring the brah ling away so domestic rituals of calling the brah ling back into the body are often 
necessary to restore a person to health and wholeness (Choulean 2002). This concept of the spirit 

                                                           
6 This coexistence of spirituality is not unique to Cambodia and is present elsewhere in Asia. The Sri Lankan 
anthropology scholar Gananath Obeyesekere studied the practice of Theravada Buddhism in the villages of Sri 
Lanka. Here he concluded that Sinhalese spirituality had various levels of belief that came together to form a 
whole; manifest in what he termed great and little traditions. The great tradition describes orthodoxy and the 
teachings of senior Buddhist monks, whereas the little tradition was the peasant culture, linked to the great 
tradition through common idioms but practising what could be described as a type of folk religion or Animism 
(Obeyesekere 1963:139-153). 
7 He received his doctorate in Paris in the mid-1980’s and teaches historical anthropology in the department of 
archaeology at the Royal University of Fine Arts (RUFA) in the city of Phnom Penh. 
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was very helpful when discussing and analysing the spirituality present in Cambodia today and is 
evidence of the complex, uniquely Khmer, spirituality that emerges more coherently through ritual 
and spatial expressions of spirituality rather than textual definition as evidenced by Davis’ frustration 
above. Seanglim Bit8, corroborates this when he writes that the ‘…worldview that orients Cambodian 
behaviour and experience is not based on concepts derived from [individualistic] Western 
psychology’ (1991:96). He proceeds to recognise the prevailing hybrid spiritual condition as a ‘… 
constellation of Cambodian religious beliefs… [within which Buddhism] …offers rational explanations 
for previous life and any future lives, but is largely silent on how to resolve the dilemmas of this 
existence’ (1991:97). This silence is often filled by the belief and practice of Animism.  
 
Therefore, it can be surmised that Khmer spirituality in the city of Phnom Penh today is not simply 
Buddhism in the Theravada or Mahayana tradition but a hybrid mix that includes Animism and 
Hinduism (Brahmanism) to varying degrees. As evidenced by the texts discussed above, this has 
been present throughout time and is consistently recognised by both Khmer and non-Khmer 
authors. Coggan (2015), while successful in describing the ritual practices, however, is limited on the 
spatial, social or political impacts or implications. It is the Khmer writers whose indigenous 
understanding reveals a broader worldview (Choulean 2004, Bit 1997) as English language examples 
are, frustratingly, limited in number. There seems to be a certain confidence when discussing (and 
defining) orthodox Buddhism and its varied theological traditions within Khmer culture. This helps 
identify what is not Buddhism, but then the academic rigour often becomes weaker. This is 
evidenced by Harris’ conclusion that Khmer spirituality includes an ‘accommodating spirit’ and 
Seanglim Bit’s assertion that it is ‘a constellation of…beliefs.’ As most texts fail to define what this 
other (to Buddhism) is. Davis’s question of ‘…what are they?’ becomes extremely timely at the 
beginning of this thesis. This exposes the significant gap in existing literature (particularly Khmer 
scholarship)9 of ethnographic and phenomenological texts focused on this hybrid spirituality, its 
character revealed through ritual and topography, and its spatial impacts on both domestic and 
urban scales in the city of Phnom Penh.  
 
2.5 Spirituality and urban design 
 

Architecture must be resonant, ‘empathetic’ for us to attain a spiritual wholeness; post-
industrial environments are seldom receptive to empathy, but they could be, as is amply 
demonstrated in literature and cinema, and they must be part of everyday life: no longer 
‘set apart’ like old ritual spaces. (Perez Gomez 2016:229) 

 
The thesis topic involves exploring the relationship between spirituality and urban design within the 
urban design of the city of Phnom Penh and includes both urban and domestic scales of the built 
environment. Texts related to the relationship between architecture, urban design and spirituality 
were important to access in order to help establish background context. Alberto Perez Gomez is an 
architectural historian rooted in a phenomenological approach to architecture. His text entitled 
Attunement: Architectural Meaning after the Crisis of Modern Science (2016) has been significant in 
helping to shape the thesis research. His text overviews European architectural and urban design 
history and recognises one of the leading drivers of change - from pre-industrial to twenty-first 
century urban design - being efficiency; spatial impacts of spirituality were not efficient within the 

                                                           
8 He received his doctorate in San Francisco and specialises in social psychology. 
9 Further evidence of the devastation caused by the Khmer Rouge during the era of war in the late 1970’s 
when a generation of academics (and texts) were destroyed. 



28 
 

urban layout. Spatial expressions of spirituality have become a superficial aesthetic not a core design 
parameter (Perez Gomez 2016:15). This thesis research concludes that spirituality is a necessity 
within the urban design of the city in the twenty-first century rather than a fond historical memory. 
The architectural historian Spiro Kostof extensively wrote about urban design and recognised the 
pre-industrial cosmological origins of the city and the bounded presence of spirituality within it (in 
the temple, pagoda, or church) (1991:15). His international approach has been helpful in establishing 
background urban design context to the discussion of spirituality within the contemporary city. He 
concludes that spatial locations of spirituality today are becoming increasingly isolated (superficial) 
from humanity (1992:82-91). This argument reflects a common late twentieth/early twenty-first 
century European, modernist urban design approach where the theme and agency of spirituality is 
notable through the absence of any serious extended discussion of it10 (Lynch 1960, Rogers 1997, 
Montgomery 2013, Rennie Short 2014, and Sudjic 2016). This clearly identifies a gap in the literature 
of urban design to engage rigorously with spirituality within the twenty-first century city from both 
an eastern (and western) perspective. Further evidence of this gap can be observed in the lack of any 
rigorous urban design expertise that takes into account both the cultural (and by extension spiritual) 
and functional continuity in planning the city of Phnom Penh for the future11. 
 
Perez Gomez asserts that current architectural education, practice and theory is largely based on 
this late twentieth/early twenty-first century condition where the genius loci is often ignored and 
spirituality is now secondary (an indulgent ‘bolt on’) to any modern architecture (Perez Gomez 2016: 
107-8). The physical, visible and the functional subsume the spiritual, so it is no wonder that today’s 
architects find spirituality difficult to define (Perez Gomez 2016:18). The result is that it is often non-
architects who are more adept at articulating the relationship between spirituality and space (Perez 
Gomez 2016:134). The reason for silence on these themes within recent urban design texts is curious 
as spirituality is not a new phenomenon. Perez Gomez concludes his text with a call for a re-
calibration and to ‘raise back up’ the value and necessity of designing spatial impacts of spirituality 
into future urban design. He suggests one way this could be done in relation to Buddhist spirituality 
(Perez Gomez 2016:232) a solution which seems to lack his customary rigour and is evidence of the 
extensive work to do to fill the gap in knowledge recognised above and re-establish spirituality as 
essential for future urban design12.  
 
2.6 Spirituality and topography 
 
Topography is one of the ways in which spirituality is presenced within the physical world: a 
component part of Heidegger’s gathering of earth, sky, divinities and mortals (2011:249) and one of 

                                                           
10 In 2010 the American multinational engineering firm AECOM edited a text on urbanization in Asia (2010). 
The text concludes with a call to build SMART cities that take into account infrastructure, green space, 
sustainability, scale, transport, public space and education (AECOM 2010:479). There is no mention of the 
impact, value or opportunity of spirituality within urban design. This evidences a further need for more 
academic work related to South East Asian urban design which this thesis endeavours to contribute through its 
focus on the city of Phnom Penh. 
11 See Chapter 5 for expanded detail. 
12 It is interesting to note that texts calling for a raised awareness of the spatial impacts of spirituality have 
started to emerge as that thesis research has progressed. Perez Gomez published his work in 2016, Thomas 
Barrie and Julio Bermudez first published Architecture, Culture and Spirituality in 2015 and again in 2017, and 
Murray A. Rae published Architecture and Theology in 2017. This is evidence that Alberto Perez Gomez’s call is 
starting to be heeded.  
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the indicators of the spatial impacts of spirituality that creates place13. The work of the architectural 
theorist David Leatherbarrow (2002, 2009, 2015) explores the relationship between topography and 
architecture (and the associated built environment). His writing has contributed significantly to the 
field of architectural phenomenology as he has explored how architecture and urban design are 
perceived and shaped by topography. His text, Topographical Stories (2015) expands the meaning of 
topography beyond purely visible terrain14. Here the extended definition of topography reveals its 
potential for spatial spiritual impact. An example he analyses is the Sacre Monte at Varallo in Italy 
where topography combined with architectural interventions along a pilgrimage route creates a 
powerful spatial spirituality (2015:200-234). This project has been influential in grappling with the 
agency of topography in creating and framing the enduring, and at times transforming, ways that 
spirituality is evidenced within the city of Phnom Penh15. Leatherbarrow’s approach has also been 
helpful as it aligns with the phenomenological research methodology for this thesis. Leatherbarrow 
recognises the spiritual power of nature in the topographical elements of wild forests and mountains 
and how they have been cultivated and tamed for habitation (2015:253).  
 
Dennis Alan Winters also explores what makes a landscape sacred in his chapter entitled Regarding 
Sacred Landscape and the Everyday Corollary (2017:149-162). Inspired by Buddhism, he proposes a 
qualitative index of six signs to identify and experience sacred topographies. This programmatic 
approach recognises the agency of topography to create spatial impacts of spirituality and proposes 
a way to start defining their character and impact. A.T. Mann expands this call to engage with 
landscape and its spatial spirituality in his chapter Sacred Landscapes: The Threshold between Worlds 
(2017: 165-177). Here he identifies the leading topographical elements of tree, mountain, and water 
as powerful symbols that help create sacred space today. These texts provide precedent for rigorous 
spatial spiritual research and intentional engagement with topographical elements.  
 
The process of taming topographical elements also has a resonance in the method of traditional 
settlement evolution in Khmer culture that is presented and analysed in Chapter 4. The Khmer 
architect Vann Molyvann in his text Modern Khmer Cities (2003), researched the terrain of the region 
and the extensive impact water had on the topography around the city of Phnom Penh. His analysis 
concludes that the city is a hydraulic city and future urban design must primarily take into account 
the containment and control of water. These conclusions were supported by the detailed Boeung 
Kak Lake Drainage and Flooding Assessment (2008) that posits the policy of infilling urban lakes like 
Boeung Kak is not sustainable development (Benham and Caddis 2008:2-7). This recognition of the 
importance of water to the urban design of the city of Phnom Penh is relevant both functionally and 
spiritually as illustrated by the expanded analysis of the Boeung Kak lake project, in Chapter 3. This 
project also evidences the relationship between topography and political power, referenced in a 
number of recent texts which assess the leading sources of power and the ongoing impact on the 
city of Phnom Penh (Chandler 2008, Brinkley 2011 and Strangio 2015).  
 

                                                           
13 Political power is also present in topography and in the way it is reconfigured and transformed to control 
space and place (Weizman 2007). 
14 He defines six decisive characteristics ‘…(1) its extensity or horizontal character; (2) its mosaic heterogeneity, 
that movement within it continually confronts contrary conditions; (3) that it cannot be equated with land or 
materials as physical substances; (4) that it is not form either, when that is taken to be immaterial volume or 
profile; (5) that its manner of presenting itself is paradoxical: manifestly latent, or given not shown; and (6) 
that its temporality allows it to serve as both record of and invitation to human praxis, a chronicle and 
condition of human freedom’ (Leatherbarrow 2015:248). 
15 An example of this is Wat Phnom that will be discussed in detail in Chapter 3 and Chapter 5. 
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Ang Choulean’s text entitled Brah Ling (2004) exhaustively documents the spiritual phenomena of 
topography, through a number of domestic rituals that involve plants, trees, wood and fire: 
topographical fragments appropriate for ritual use within the Khmer hybrid spirituality. Additional 
texts (Chanthorn Part 2 2015:24, 36 and Coggan 2015) have expanded the role of topography and its 
agency within Khmer ritual, incorporating the elements of tree, mountain and water within the 
context of Khmer spirituality. These texts articulate both the character and suggested locations of 
spirituality in Khmer communities at a domestic scale. This highlights the gap in literature that there 
has not yet been an informed exploration of the spatial spiritual impact of the leading topographic 
elements on an urban scale within the city of Phnom Penh. Neither has there been research that 
takes into account the broad character of topography, its potential for harnessing power, and how 
its physical presence has been utilised and changed over time in the urban layout of the city of 
Phnom Penh.  
 
2.7 Spirituality and dwelling  
 
Heidegger’s approach to validating the experiential spiritual character of dwelling has been adopted 
for this thesis research methodology. The house is more than just a machine for living in; however, 
there are few texts specifically related to dwelling and spirituality within the urban layout of the city 
of Phnom Penh. Thomas Barrie in his chapter entitled A Home in the world: The Ontological 
Significance of Home (Barrie, Bermudez and Tabb 2017:93-105) recognises the voluminous subject 
matter prompted by using the term home but focuses his text on architecture’s task to ‘…replicate 
or reveal the world and situate our place within it…a quest for making a home in an inherently 
unstable world’ (2017:99). He references the agency of phenomenology in the writings of Heidegger 
and Norberg-Schultz towards understanding the nature of being at home in a certain place, which 
includes a connection with the ‘…numinous, the mysterious and the meaningful’ (2017:101). His 
work helps underpin research into Khmer domestic vernacular architecture, beyond its functional 
character, to explore how the house or home creates spatial impacts of spirituality within the urban 
layout.  
 
Francois Tainturier’s text entitled Wooden Architecture of Cambodia (2006) has been a significant 
resource for the thesis research. It is a bilingual (English and Khmer) collection of essays and papers 
by nine different scholars, five of whom are Khmer, on the common theme of wooden architecture 
and housing. ‘The [Khmer] house was very much conceived of as a microcosm in which the family 
members had their place and status…’ (2006:65). All aspects of the traditional house are analysed: 
clearing the site; establishing the design team; house typology; siting; construction; ritual; material; 
time; and inhabitation. There is no distinction between the material or the spiritual realm as each 
are woven into the process. An example relates to the day of construction that must occur on a 
spiritually auspicious date to ensure future prosperity (2006:96). The text has provided indispensable 
background data for the thesis, particularly in Chapter 4 where traditional house construction rituals 
are presented and discussed. It also presents the challenge of how to construct with modern 
materials in the twenty-first century within a Khmer tradition that maintains the importance of the 
house as a location of spatial spirituality. A further relevant text is by SVA entitled The Khmer House 
(2008). This text detailed the various traditional timber wooden house typologies, their materiality 
and their morphology that are discussed in detail in Chapter 4. Most official histories of Cambodia 
reference Angkor or the King’s residence (G Coedes 1968, I Palmer Briggs 1951 and Chandler 2008) 
and those written by built environment specialists only briefly reference the house or dwelling unit 
(Molyvann 2003 and Grant Ross and Collins 2005). There is a substantial gap in the literature related 
to dwelling and house typologies in the city of Phnom Penh today and by extension the spatial 
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impacts of spirituality related to it and how these have been maintained or transformed within 
domestic vernacular architecture. 
 
2.8 The city of Phnom Penh  

The city of Phnom Penh is the physical context for the research into the relationship between 
spirituality and urban design. A brief history of the city was introduced in the previous chapter that 
recognised seven eras in its life-cycle to-date. There is currently no exhaustive text on the 
architecture and urban design history of the city of Phnom Penh. In order to understand the present 
day urban layout several texts have augmented this thesis research into the city. An advantage of 
reading such an array of texts related to the city of Phnom Penh has been the varied perspectives of 
each author on the urban layout of the city and its associated spirituality. However, most of the texts 
focus primarily on leading figures (such as people of power like Pol Pot, Hun Sen, Norodom Sihanouk 
or other historical Khmer kings) and events within each of the eras. The reference to the city of 
Phnom Penh is secondary to the story they tell. An example of this is the work of Australian historian 
David Chandler whose many texts on Cambodia (1992, 1996, 1999, 2008) evidence a deep and rich 
knowledge of the nation but whose allusions to the city of Phnom Penh are often incidental. 
 
A number of historical texts have provided background to the city of Phnom Penh’s urban layout 
origins and the transforming impact of hybrid spirituality over time (I. Palmer Briggs 1951, G. Coedes 
1968 and B.P. Groslier 2006). These authors also discuss the important role of topography within 
Khmer urban design history during the first two eras of indianisation and the Angkor empire with a 
particular reference to tree, mountain and water. In the third era, often referenced as the ‘dark 
ages,’ a number of historical texts have expanded the background context of urban design and 
enduring Khmer spirituality over these years when the nation’s capital changed location over four 
times (Kersten 2003, Chandler 2008, and Van Der Kraan 2009). Once the city of Phnom Penh was 
established as the national capital during the French Protectorate in the 1860’s, the number of 
available and relevant texts increased. These have included the ethnographic texts already cited 
above and a number of historical texts (Igout 1993, Osbourne 1997, Muller 2006, Edwards 2007 and 
Montague 2010). Penny Edward’s text, Cambodge: The Cultivation of a Nation (2007), has been 
particularly relevant as it combines history and postcolonial theory to describe how the French 
colonial project ‘…did not so much displace religious power as fuse it with new layers of secular 
authority’ (2007:42). The maps sourced by Igout (1993) have been essential to support the 
exploration in Chapter 5 of the urban layout’s transformation throughout the colonial period. 
Further background detail has been elaborated by Joel Montague’s text entitled The Picture 
Postcards of Cambodia 1900-1950 (2010): an informative visual resource that captures places within 
the city of Phnom Penh during the latter-half of the colonial era. These texts have helped identify the 
origins and transformations of several examples of spatial spirituality within the city of Phnom Penh 
throughout this era and have included Wat Phnom, Central Market and the eastern riverside edge 
that are discussed in Chapter 5.   
 
From 1953, Cambodia gained independence from France and remained independent until 1970. The 
bilingual text entitled Cultures of Independence, edited by Khmer scholars L. Daravuth and I. Muan 
(2001) starts to document the Khmer culture of this fifth era with input from the leading Khmer 
scholar Ang Choulean and the Khmer architect Vann Molyvann. The text by the architectural 
historians Helen Grant Ross and Daryl Collins entitled New Khmer Architecture (2006) contributes 
most to a nuanced understanding of the expanding city of Phnom Penh which by this time was ‘…the 
city that most other Southeast Asian nations wished to emulate’ (2006:4). Their text exhaustively 
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surveys the buildings, architects and urban designs of the era in pictorial and textual detail and 
contributes to the background of the thesis. The following era of war, most notable for the Khmer 
Rouge years 1975-1979, has been the subject of a large amount of writing but for the purposes of 
the thesis topic only pertinent texts that focus on spatial impacts of spirituality are referenced 
(Chandler 1992,1999,2008, Norodom Sihanouk 2005 and Osbourne 2008). David Chandler’s prolific 
work on the era has provided engaging and insightful background to the city of Phnom Penh’s 
transformation during these wartime years culminating with the Paris Peace Agreement of 1991, 
that introduced a new era of independence to Cambodia.  
 
This review highlights the gap in the existing literature of an informed, methodical architectural 
history of the city of Phnom Penh that focuses primarily on the city and how it has engaged with 
people, culture, spirituality, topography, and the built environment (at both the urban and domestic 
scale) over time. Grant Ross and Collins text starts to do this as they position the city as one of their 
primary focuses to explore ‘…what phenomena were at work for such exceptional architecture [New 
Khmer Architecture] to come about’ (2006: xxiv). However, it only addresses seventeen years of the 
city’s story during the first era of independence. There is still a considerable gap in architectural 
literature and knowledge awaiting texts on the city of Phnom Penh towards which this thesis will be 
able to contribute towards. 
 
Post 1993, the second era of independence began. The character of texts relating to the city of 
Phnom Penh and its urban design starts to shift and begin to be less dependent on international 
historians and more engaged with architecture and urban design albeit with a significant French 
influence. Between 1997 and 2009, the Parisian Urban Planning Office published four urban design 
books (1997, 2003, 2006 and 2009) about the city of Phnom Penh. These texts published much of 
the research involved in putting together the 2007 proposed ‘2020 master plan’ for developing the 
city16. The latter two texts (2006 and 2009) contain largely repeated content and interestingly, only 
the final text is bilingual: French and Khmer17. The Khmer scholar Ang Choulean, working within the 
department of Archaeology at the Royal University of Fine Arts18 (RUFA), edited and published a 
number of articles relating to Khmer culture and history through three bulletins of the department 
of archaeology and ten editions of UDAYA, the journal of Khmer studies from 2000 until 2009. Both 
then ceased indefinitely. Though their primary focus is archaeological, they have contributed some 
background detail and understanding to this thesis research.  
 
During these years, the Khmer architect Vann Molyvann published his text (2003) that researched 
the urban layout city of Phnom Penh in some detail and proposed a future masterplan (separate 
from French consultancy). His work is the first published urban design treatise solely authored by a 
Khmer scholar19. Two further texts by French academics on The Central Market (Callbaut and Prigent 
2011) and Khmer Pagodas (Gueret and Gueret 2017) continue this theme of focus on certain 
building typologies within the Khmer tradition. Most of these post 1993 texts have been influenced 
by French scholarship, evidence of an ongoing postcolonial French influence into Cambodian 
education and cultural preservation. Since 2010, the number of French influenced publications, has 

                                                           
16 This 2007 masterplan was never ratified but implicitly directed development until an amended version was 
ratified in 2015, entitled the 2035 masterplan. See Chapter 5 for an expanded discussion. 
17 A later English translation was provided in limited edition black and white photocopy.   
18 This is where I lectured in Urban Design from 2009-2017 in the department of Architecture. 
19 However, he had been educated in Paris as an architect within the colonial era so was writing from a 
subaltern perspective. 
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dramatically reduced. Despite their French bias20 these texts have been necessary to the thesis 
research in providing: contextual information on the city of Phnom Penh in the twenty-first century; 
future urban design possibilities; and informed detail of the domestic expressions of spirituality. 
These limited number of texts highlight gaps in the architectural and urban design literature related 
to the city of Phnom Penh today and the impacts of spirituality within it at an urban scale.  

The final group of texts researched related to the city of Phnom Penh are the pamphlets and one-off 
booklets that have been produced over the past fifteen years by students through workshops, 
students collaborating with visiting international students (most notably from Japan and Australia), 
and local human rights organisations. Throughout the nine years I was working in the city of Phnom 
Penh, I collected these and they have helped to articulate and expand recent urban design 
background. None of these are official publications and have been self-published on limited print 
runs within the city of Phnom Penh21. Specific issues they have highlighted have included: land 
grabbing; infilling of the inner city lakes (in particular Boeung Kak); community development; 
rehousing of slum dwellers; and infrastructure development. The obvious gap that is highlighted 
here is how to harness this ephemeral literature into a robust and informed history that 
compliments the official histories and stories of the city of Phnom Penh. Hopefully through this 
thesis these informal, fleeting texts not only enrich the spatial impacts of spirituality that are 
identified but because of their inclusion, are given increased validity in their own right to endure. 
 
2.9 Conclusion 
 

The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge, but fools despise wisdom and 
instruction. (Proverbs 1:7) 

 
This literature review into the theoretical context and the themes of the thesis topic has overviewed 
the scope and approach of many texts, recognising where they are relevant to the thesis topic and 
identifying where they are silent. This has highlighted the following knowledge gaps in existing 
literature. There is a lack of research methodology texts that combine phenomenology and 
ethnography to explore spatial spiritual impact within the city of Phnom Penh. There is a lack of texts 
that show how the Khmer hybrid spiritual condition has shaped the urban layout of the city of 
Phnom Penh at both urban and domestic scale from its inception to-date and beyond. This includes 
an academic silence about how the traditional and predominantly rural expressions of spirituality 
that impacted Khmer domestic vernacular architecture, have been maintained or transformed 
within the urban layout of the city of Phnom Penh today where wood is seldom used. A further gap 
in the literature concerns topography and how its three leading elements (tree, mountain, and 
water) create powerful spiritual impacts within the urban layout of the city of Phnom Penh. These 
areas will be addressed in depth within the following three research chapters. The thesis research 
will also partially address the following gaps in literature that still remain ready for future research. 
There is a need for an informed architectural history about the city of Phnom Penh that explores 
how history, culture, power, topography, and spirituality at a variety of scales have impacted it over 
time. This thesis will start to address this gap in the literature and harness some of the extant 
ephemeral literature to produce a relevant but not exhaustive addition to knowledge about the city 

                                                           
20 This is evidenced in the monolingual approach adopted in many texts before 2009, written solely in French 
for publication in Cambodia, but from that time most texts have been bi-lingual and include a Khmer 
translation.  
21 Titles include: Architecture and urban planning in Cambodia, Grounding Knowledge, City in Crisis 2008, City 
in Crisis 2009, and The 8 Khan Survey. 
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of Phnom Penh and by extension a contribution to the literature on East Asian urban design for the 
twenty-first century. The thesis research will also partially address the gap in today’s literature 
regarding the agency and importance of spirituality within architecture and urban design theory and 
practice. It will begin to help elevate spirituality back to becoming an indispensable core design 
factor. Finally, this thesis will hopefully inspire Khmer scholars to address the lack of postcolonial 
texts particularly in relation to the primary themes of spirituality, urban design and the city of 
Phnom Penh. 
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Chapter 3: Topography         
 

In the Khmer imagination, the forest is a place of wild, magical powers affiliated with death, 
both attractive and repellent. The image of the forest as a place of both fear and potential – 
of wild power capable of domestication – remains potent in Khmer culture today. (Davis 
2016:109) 
 
It is no accident that myths connected with water have been central to Cambodia’s 
evolution, as have skills in hydraulic engineering. (Jessup 2004:7) 
 
Often the natural environment offers its own landmarks that, in consequence of God’s 
presence there, become markers of God’s dealing with his people and the coordinates of an 
increasingly rich theological paradigm. Mountains, for instance, frequently serve in this way. 
(Rae 2017:28) 

 
3.1 Introduction 
 
Topography has the ability to ‘…captivate and move us to increased awareness, energizing feelings 
and thoughts about the spiritual dimensions of life’ (Winters writing in Barrie, Bermudez and Tabb 
2017:150). This chapter will argue that topography plays a significant role in the relationship 
between spirituality and urban design in the city of Phnom Penh today, where the popular spatial 
spiritual practice of Khmer people engages with topography at different scales within the urban 
layout. According to the Collins dictionary, topography is the arrangement and layout of natural and 
artificial physical features of terrain in an area (1984:517). It is commonly represented in 
topographical maps where surface features and levels are graphically defined. For Leatherbarrow, 
topography ‘…integrates landscape and architecture with the practical situations they accommodate 
and represent’ (2002:235). From their creation, Khmer settlements have always spatially expressed 
their local spirituality1 on both an urban and domestic scale2 (Thompson 2005:11). Initially the 
chapter will expand the definition of hybrid spirituality that has been the prevailing condition of 
Khmer spirituality for the past 2000 years. This term involves three leading strands: Buddhism; 
Hinduism; and Animism. Each of these major strands will be introduced and their mutual 
relationship discussed, where relevant, other leading spiritualties will be referenced accordingly.  
 
This chapter will focus on the three leading topographical elements that were commonly 
appropriated to create spatial impacts of spirituality: tree, mountain, and water. The character and 
method of this appropriation will be identified and then explored within the urban layout of the 
twenty-first century city of Phnom Penh in order to understand how and where they are used today. 
Historical urban Khmer precedents will be highlighted where relevant. Data gleaned from twenty 
semi-structured interviews, coupled with several years of ethnographic participant observation of 
the city of Phnom Penh and Khmer rituals will also help detail the effects of spirituality at both an 
urban and domestic scale for each topographical element. Once the character of these has been 
described they will be analysed through a phenomenological approach to determine the extent, 
power and influence of spirituality on the places where they have been evidenced. Finally, the city 
Phnom Penh will then be remapped according to the terrain created by these spatial impacts of 
spirituality.     

                                                           
1 Chapter 4 will expand on the traditional settlement ritual and house construction ritual. 
2 Traditionally this would be a shrine and a building in the urban layout like a temple, wat, pagoda etc. 
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3.2 The origins of hybrid spirituality 
 

Animism is the belief that the entire world, human and non-human, living and non-living, 
forms a single spiritual whole. Just as people have souls, so do animals; and just as humans 
and animals are inhabited by a living spirit (‘animated’), so too are streams and hills and 
every other object. (Coggan 2015:25) 
 

Prior to the indianisation of Funan3 (Cambodia) at the start of the Christian era (0 CE) the dominant 
spirituality of the region was Animism4. The culture and settlements of Funan were near water: 
coastal plains, deltas and river valleys. These were the places that were inhabited by people whose 
spirituality according to Coedes, was characterised by, 
 

…belief in animism, the worship of ancestors and of the god of the soil, the building of 
shrines in high places, burial of the dead in jars or dolmens; with regard to mythology, a 
cosmological dualism in which are opposed the mountain and the sea, the winged race and 
the aquatic race, the men of the heights and those of the coasts. (1968:9) 

 
Each pre-indianised settlement had its own chief (usually the best warrior) and like the rest of his 
people he would have been in thrall to the spirit world and subject to their capriciousness. These 
territorial spirits5 dwelt in the unsettled wild and its high places6: forests, lakes, caves (see Figure 
3.01) and mountains. People built shrines to appease the spirits, ward off evil and to gain favour, 
health and prosperity7. From 0 CE the sporadic8 arrival of merchants and immigrants from India (see 
Figure 3.03) into these settlements in Funan soon became a steady flow9 ‘…that resulted in the 
founding of Indian influenced kingdoms practicing the arts, customs, and religions of India, and using 
Sanskrit (see Figure 3.02) as their sacred language (Coedes 1968:15).  
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
3 ‘In Cambodia, the Chinese place the founding of the kingdom of Funan by the Brahman Kaundinya in the first 
century AD’ (Coedes 1968:17).  
4 Animism (also known as folk religion) and its ‘…beliefs in spirit worship and the supernatural existed in 
Cambodia long before the Hindu influences’ (Bit 1991:16). 
5 ‘An array of guardian spirits (both benign and more malevolent) called ‘Neak Tha’ inhabited the mountains, 
rice paddies, trees, etc. of the physical environment. Others were ancestral spirits, and still others are 
composites of mythological heroes’ (Bit 1991:16). A belief still very present in Cambodia today. 
6 This expression of Animism has similarities to Old Testament times articulated in the bible. Then the high 
places were also used for spirit worship, contrary to the commands of God. 1 Kings 13:32 illustrates this: ‘For 
the message he declared by the word of the Lord against the altar in Bethel and against all the shrines on the 
high places in the towns of Samaria will certainly come true’. 
7 This belief in Animism and its associated territorial spirits still persists in twenty-first century people’s belief 
systems in the city of Phnom Penh. Where 90% of the Khmer people interviewed referenced them in response 
to questions regarding personal spirituality (see Appendix 5).  
8 ‘…the first stage of indianisation…consisted of individual or corporate enterprises, peaceful in nature, without 
a preconceived plan’ (Coedes 1968:23). 
9 This was due to both technological (maritime architecture developed that allowed larger boats to travel 
further) and religious reasons (The development of Buddhism abolished caste purity restrictions thus allowing 
foreign contact) (Coedes 1968:21). 
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Figure 3.01: Animistic shrine in      Figure 3.02: Khmer script today (left) similar to Angkor Sanskrit  
Kampot (Photo by author 2014)    (right) (Photos by author 2010) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.03: Map of India and South East Asia 400 AD that shows direction of influence (Lessman 
2011). 
 
One of the impacts of indianisation was the introduction of Hinduism and Buddhism10 to a region 
that had only known Animism. Hinduism includes ‘…the ritual and teachings of the Brahmin priests, 
the insights of philosophers, the visions of hermits and ascetics, the worship of nature and ancestor 
spirits…cults such as Vaishnavism and Shaivism…Jainism and many other traditions of which 
Buddhism is one’ (Coggan 2015:22). Buddhism encompasses a variety of traditions, beliefs and 
spiritual practices based on original teachings attributed to the Buddha (Siddhartha Gautama).  

                                                           
10 ‘The role of Buddhism is undeniable; it seems to have opened the way, thanks to its missionary spirit and 
lack of racial prejudice. But most of the kingdoms founded in ‘Farther India’ soon adopted the Sivaite 
conception of royalty, based on the Brahman/Kshatriya pairing and expressed in the cult of the royal linga’ 
(Coedes 1968:23).  



38 
 

It originated in ancient India11 sometime between the sixth and fourth centuries BCE before 
spreading through much of Asia12. The peoples of Funan found, in the peaceful infiltration of 
indianisation, an opportunity to integrate new ideas and develop their own culture, society and 
belief systems. This ‘coming together’ of Buddhism and Hinduism with the local Animism created a 
type of hybrid spirituality13 (see Figure 3.04) which primarily affected the ruling classes of the states 
where it spread.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                    Detail A 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.04: Origins of Cambodia’s hybrid spirituality and its perpetuity (Drawing by author 2016)14 

                                                           
11 ‘The least advanced Cambodian…is caught up in the wheels of a strongly hierarchical state; he is subject to 
courts that judge according to a written code; he fervently practises a religion that possesses dogmas, sacred 
writings, and a clergy that at the same time, gives him coherent views of the world and the hereafter that are 
shared by a large part of Asian humanity; finally he uses a system of writing that gives him access to a vast 
literature and enables him to communicate from a distance with his fellow men. All this he owes to India’ 
(Coedes 1968:xvii). 
12 Today two major branches of Buddhism are generally recognized by scholars: Theravada and Mahayana (a 
principal characteristic being syncretism with Hindu cults evidenced in Cambodia during the Angkor era). 
13 The sixth century Chinese text (History of the Liang) writes of people worshiping the sky spirits (Animist 
practice) and making bronze images with ‘…2 faces and four arms…Harihara…Vishnu and Siva united in a single 
body’ (Coedes 1968:61). A practice of Vishnuite cults and evidence of Hinduism. In addition to these Animist 
and Hindu practices, the same text writes of Buddhism flourishing in sixth century Funan, where it posits that 
‘…a Chinese embassy was sent to Funan between 535 and 545 to ask the king of the country to collect 
Buddhist texts and to invite him to send Buddhist teachers to China’ (Coedes 1968:60). A thriving hybrid 
spirituality was in place. 
14 This diagram was composed with data from a number of historical sources (Palmer Brigg 1951, Coedes 1968, 
Chandler 2008, Boisselier 2008, Chou Ta Kuan 2001, and De San Antonio 1998) that identified when leading 
strands of spirituality where present in Cambodia and their extent of influence. It shows that the three 
dominant strands have been, at different times, in ascendancy. See chapter 5 for an analysis of Detail A. 
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Although it emerged in the pre-Angkor era, it has continued to be very much present (albeit with 
varying emphasis) until the present day, where according to Marston and Guthrie, ‘Cambodian 
scholars15 describe their religion as a mixture of Animism, Brahmanism and Buddhism’ (2004:4). This 
assertion was endorsed in the semi-structured interview responses whereby 55% specifically 
reference this hybrid spirituality: recognising a blend of Animism, Hinduism and Buddhism in the 
prevailing spirituality in the city of Phnom Penh today (see Appendix 5)16. 
 
Hybrid spirituality has been present in Cambodia for over 2000 years (Marston and Guthrie 2004:7-
12). In the pre-Angkor era Animism was ascendant, then in the Angkor empire era the Hindu strain 
of Shaivaism and the cult of Devaraja (god-king) enjoyed predominance. Theravada Buddhism 
became the leading spirituality in the pre-colonial era, sometimes known as the ‘dark ages’, after the 
fall of the Angkor empire. However, a form of Hinduism remained in the conduct of royal rituals 
amongst the elite. It was also during this era that Christianity and Islam became present in the region 
but with minimal impact (Boswell 2016:227). The colonial era saw Theravada Buddhism continue its 
ascendency with Hinduism and Animism being intentionally restricted. In the first era of 
independence, from 1953, colonial restrictions were removed and Buddhism remained ascendant 
while both Animism and Hinduism continued to be present. Since then this pattern has remained the 
same (with the exception of the Khmer Rouge regime, a four-year period of extreme socialism that 
attempted to erase all spirituality from Khmer culture). Throughout 2000 years an enduring Animism 
has underpinned every spiritual shift. Today in the city of Phnom Penh the ascendant Buddhism is 
evident within the city’s urban layout where over fourteen pagodas are located within the inner city. 
However, their decoration references this hybrid spirituality with paintings of the life of Buddha, the 
Hindu Ramayana17 and different types of animal adorning the walls (Gueret 2017:53). The response 
from one of the interviews below, summarises this twenty-first century condition of spirituality. 
 

If you ask the question to a Cambodian. ‘what is your religion?’, even to me, I would say, I 
am Buddhist. But in reality, in the Buddhist practice, you can see…the reminiscences of 
Hindu18 and especially of a belief system called…Animism. (Appendix 7: Interview 05) 

 
The grey shaded area of the diagram in Figure 3.04 shows this hybrid spirituality that has been 
practised over time. Each of the three leading strands of spirituality are present but the extent of 
their practice in Khmer culture has changed over time. In addition, none of them are practised 
independently of each other as each has influenced the belief and ritual practise of the other over 
time19. This hybrid spirituality is also evidenced in national Cambodian festivals such as Khmer New 
Year, the Water Festival and Pchum Bun where rituals are practised that have Buddhist, Animist and 
Hindu characteristics.  

                                                           
15 Seanglim Bit corroborates this when he wrote that ‘…the merging of classical Buddhist thought with 
Animistic and Brahmanist traditions produces patterns which are quite atypical of Buddhism as practices 
elsewhere’ (1991:21). 
16 Other spiritualities such as Christianity and Islam were also identified but to a lesser extent (Appendix 7: 
Interviewee 03,09,14 and 18). 
17 ‘The Ramayana, the ‘Glory of Rama’, is the Indian [Hindu] epic which has a Cambodian version, the Reamker 
in Khmer or Ramakirti in Sanskrit. It tells the heroic adventures of Rama, incarnation of Vishnu, in search of his 
wife, Sita, kidnapped by the demon Ravana. After the death of the latter and the release of Sita, Rama must 
struggle against the family of his enemy’ (Gueret 2017:53). 
18 In 2012 a sculpture of the Hindu god Ganesha was unveiled at the junction of Monivong and Russian 
boulevards, spatial evidence of the enduring Hindu belief within Khmer hybrid spirituality.  
19 This ‘cross fertilisation’, elaborated in the quote above, between the three leading strands of spirituality is 
also suggested through the term ‘hybrid spirituality’. 
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3.3 Topography and Khmer spirituality 
 

 
 
     Tonle Sap Mekong  
     River  River 
           Area B        
        Location C 
        Location E    
            Location D  
 
             Location A 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.05: 2015 map of the city of Phnom Penh (Cambodia Daily 2015) 
 
Shrines and Sanskrit text were initial expressions of this nascent hybrid spirituality. Text 
communicated common spiritual beliefs through its meaning and its physical presence within space, 
where it was usually inscribed on stone creating a literal spatial impact of spirituality (see Figure 
3.02). This was extended to include soil, trees, lakes, rocks and high places: topographical elements 
became the physical place where people would formally interact with the spiritual world. Settlement 
chiefs and religious leaders began to use topographical elements in order to perpetuate indigenous 
spirituality, sovereignty and urban space. 
 

Indian-style kingdoms were formed…each possessing its guardian genie or god of the soil – 
under the authority of a single Indian or Indianised-native chief. Often this organization was 
accompanied by the establishment, on a natural or artificial mountain, of the cult of an 
Indian divinity intimately associated with the royal person and symbolising the unity of the 
kingdom…It reconciled the native cult of spirits on the heights with the Indian concept of 
royalty, and gave the population, assembled under one sovereign, a sort of national god, 
intimately associated with the monarchy. (Coedes 1968:27) 

 
This method has been consistently used for over 2000 years in Cambodia: hybrid spirituality 
appropriating topographical elements to create spatial impacts of spirituality. This theme was 
evidenced in many of the interviews, one of which stated that today Khmer ‘…people worship 
nature. We have mountains, water and woods…all this is important’ (Appendix 7: Interview 18). 
Therefore it is necessary to investigate the way these three leading elements of tree, mountain and 
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water20 have been appropriated and powerfully used throughout each of the eras of Cambodia’s 
history. This discussion will take into account the impact of their natural, artificial and abstracted 
presence within the city of Phnom Penh, at both an urban and domestic scale, in order to determine 
the extent of their ongoing agency in the relationship between spirituality and urban design. 
 
3.4 The topographical element of the tree 
 

For the whole of the second week, the Buddha fixed his eyes on the Bodhi tree. This was to 
show gratitude to the Bodhi tree that gave him shelter during his struggle for enlightenment. 
(Chhanan 2015:Vol.2/24) 
 
I remember the old people say that when you go into the forest, don’t say bad words or 
mention what may happen because it might come true…if we are in the forest and we say ‘I 
might get lost in the forest’ then it might come true. But if we say sorry to what we have 
said, we will find a way to get out. (Appendix 7: Interview 19)  

 
Trees are important within the hybrid spirituality of Cambodia. As an element, they represent the 
forest, their original location; the wild home of the spirits according to Animist belief where each 
tree had a resident spirit (Tainturier 2006:14). When used as a construction resource it was (and still 
is) necessary to seek appropriate permission (or make propitiation) to cut down the tree and re-
house the resident spirit or bad luck may ensue21 (Boswell 2016:226). Trees are also significant and 
are to be respected in Buddhist spirituality. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.06: Kampuchea Krum Boulevard (see Figure 3.05 location D) (Photo by author 2014) 
 

                                                           
20 In the interview questions related to topographical expressions of spirituality 80% of the interviewees 
identified trees, 50% identified mountains and 35% identified water (see Appendix 5).  
21 Interviewee 14 (Appendix 7) told a story about her cousin who was involved in cutting down trees without 
seeking appropriate spiritual permission and was then killed in a car accident departing the forest. In her view, 
his death was a result of his failure to respect the spirits. 
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The Buddha often meditated under different species of tree, most notably the Bodhi tree under 
which Gautama Siddhartha attained enlightenment (Chhanan 2015:Vol.2/16 and Boswell 2016:30). 
People in the city of Phnom Penh maintain a strong belief in the spatial spiritual importance of trees 
within the city at both an urban and domestic scale where personal worship of tree dwelling spirits 
can be observed on random trees in the city; revealed by incense sticks tucked into the bark (see 
Figure 3.13). The following paragraphs will discuss the spirituality associated with the tree in its 
natural condition and how this has been abstracted to perpetuate its influence throughout spaces 
within the urban layout.   
 
3.41 The natural tree 
 
In the city of Phnom Penh, on an urban scale, significant trees have been grouped and ordered 
extensively. During the colonial era, the city of Phnom Penh was set out and the urban layout began 
to be extended to the west. Alongside each principal roadway throughout the city (see Figure 3.05 
area B in blue), significant tropical trees were planted with large crowns in order to create 
boulevards (see Figure 3.06) (Boswell 2016:131,177). Anecdotal evidence suggests that a variety of 
species was used so different roadways would experience flowers and blossom at different times 
during the year. The colonial urban design concept was to create pleasant roadways throughout the 
city that harnessed nature. Within Khmer culture such an intervention into the urban layout would 
have had an associated spatial spiritual impact. Firstly, if the species was spirituality auspicious like 
the Bodhi/Bo tree (Coggan 2015:12), this would immediately denote a spatial impact of spirituality. 
Secondly, due to the underlying Animist spirituality in Khmer culture it would be believed that within 
each one of these grouped and ordered trees a spirit resided. Therefore, the French method of 
boulevard construction, would create significant linear strands of spirituality along each of the urban 
layouts major roadways. Today, in the second era of independence, as the city increasingly expands 
west, boulevard construction is no longer the policy, thus reducing the integration of nature, 
spirituality and roadway. 
 
However, this approach to grouping and ordering trees on an urban scale to create a spatial location 
of spirituality has been undertaken at the Neak Banh Teuk park (see Figure 3.05 location A and 
Figure 3.07). This tree lined park houses two nationally important monuments: the deep red lotus 
flower shaped Independence Monument and the Norodom Sihanouk monument with its distinctive 
golden roof. A single large tree breaks the rhythm of the tree lined park edge (see Figure 3.08). This 
tree is different to the others in species and scale: it is the Bodhi tree so significant in Buddhism22.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.07: View west of Neak Banh Teuk Park (see Figure 3.05 location A) red detail highlighted 
(Photo by author 2018) 

                                                           
22 Boswell asserts that the placenta of King Norodom Sihanouk was buried beneath this tree in 1922 
(2016:287). 
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Figure 3.08: Area of red detail (see Figure 3.07) to show location of Bodhi tree in Neak Banh Teuk 
Park (Photo by author 2018) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.09: Section to show Bodhi tree, boundary wall and yellow detail in Neak Banh Teuk Park 
(Photo by author 2018) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.10: Area of yellow detail (see Figure 3.09) and location of shrine to tree dwelling spirit in 
Neak Banh Teuk Park (Photo by author 2018) 
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The tree creates a rupture to the rhythm of the other trees, becomes a focal point in the vista, and 
charges the space around it. It is the only tree in the park with a clearly articulated low boundary 
wall around its trunk (see Figure 3.09). This reinforces the sense of place and presence of the tree in 
the area and allows people to rest, congregate and interact with the spirits dwelling there. In line 
with Animist tradition, within the Bodhi tree is believed to reside a guardian spirit, Neak Tha 
(Appendix 7: Interviewee 04) who is worshipped and appeased (Bit 1991:16) at the small shrine 
located on its trunk (see Figure 3.10). This spirit is seen as being responsible for protecting the 
community around it23, including the monuments and the neighbouring properties. Regular offerings 
are brought to the tree on spiritually auspicious days of the year. This small shrine supported by the 
tree trunk (see Figure 3.10) is analogous to the spirit house discussed below. It creates visual and 
spiritual connections with the domestic spirit houses throughout the urban layout. These by 
extension reference the pagoda and the mountain and are indicative of how topographical elements 
(like the tree and the mountain) can integrate, create and mutually highlight locations of spirituality 
throughout the urban layout. 
 
3.42 The abstracted tree 
 
At a domestic scale, trees are significant within Khmer culture as they would have traditionally 
covered the land as forest before its occupation by humans. Once the land was settled, housing 
would have traditionally been constructed from timber extracted from the trees on the site. A spirit 
house was (and still is) constructed on each house’s boundary to appease the site’s displaced tree 
spirit, facilitate protection from evil and increase the likelihood of receiving good favour24. The 
abstracted form of these spirit houses seems to mimic the form of a tree: the small house with a 
shelf on top of a column (see Figure 3.11) is similar to the crown of a tree flaring out from the tree 
trunk.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.11: Spirit House      Figure 3.12: Spirit House            Figure 3.13: Adhoc worship 
(Photo by author 2018)       (Photo by author 2016)            (Photo by author 2018) 
 

                                                           
23 There will be similar practice repeated throughout the city of Phnom Penh and out into the suburbs. 
Distinctive trees in each community will be thought to house guardian spirits for that area. They will literally be 
fed with food offerings and appeased through burning incense sticks regularly throughout the year.  
24 See Chapter 4 for an expanded analysis of traditional house construction. 
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This form of spirit house is ubiquitous throughout the city of Phnom Penh. It can be bought off the 
shelf and coloured in every hue but its form remains constant, referencing its forest origin. The spirit 
house as object references the tree and by extension the wild forest home of the territorial spirits of 
Animism. Its appearance also mimics the pagoda in miniature, and becomes a place of worship 
within the confines of one’s own property, at a domestic scale. The pagoda’s urban scale (including 
both height and appearance), by extension, also references the topographical element of the 
mountain. This interchangeability and connectivity of objects helps create and emphasise a domestic 
scale of spatial spirituality25 wherever spirit houses are located within the city, even on the edge of a 
busy road (see Figure 3.12). Today trees continue to evidence spatial spirituality within the city at 
both a domestic and urban scales due to their constant, natural and abstracted, presence in the 
midst of the urban layout. This impact is accentuated by annual rituals, where tree dwelling spirits 
can appear like lightening, as testified by the following interview response. 
 

For Khmer belief, when the seasons come, Pchum Bun season, people come to the pagodas 
to pray to the spirits. And the spirits come and stay in the big trees. When I was young, when 
I go to pagodas, I saw lightening flying from one tree to another, and around the pagoda. 
People watched the spirits have fire. (Appendix 7: Interview 05) 

 
3.5 The topographical element of the mountain  
 

Mountains have long been revered, held in awe, and viewed as symbols of strength, 
freedom, and eternity. Mountains are worshipped by diverse peoples throughout the world, 
from the American Indians to the Chinese, to the Incas. (Smethurst 2000:36) 
 
The [significance of a] mountain does not consist in its height. If there are immortals 
[dwelling on it], [the mountain] is famous. (Liu Yuxi quoted in Olles 2009:110) 
 

Mountains feature prominently in many of the religions around the world today (Smethurst 2000:36, 
Barrie, Bermudez and Tabb 2017:118). Leatherbarrow observed that, ‘Before the seventeenth 
century, mountains were seen as evidence of man’s fall from grace…’ (2004:209), asserting that the 
physicality of the mountain was always important in local spirituality. Over the course of time, the 
mountain has taken on layers of additional characteristics and meaning within its local culture and 
context. This global precedent and trend of appropriating the mountain to create spatial impacts of 
spirituality26 has also been played out in Cambodia for over 2000 years. In pre-indianised Funan, 
when Animism was prevalent, the spirits were believed to dwell in natural wild and high places like 
mountains (Coedes: 1968:9) and the topographical element of the natural mountain became 
spiritually appropriated. Once indianisation took root and hybrid spirituality emerged, this enriched 
the natural mountain’s appropriation. Settlements became cities during the Angkor empire era and 
the spatial spirituality of the natural mountain was recreated as artificial mountains within the urban 
layout. Once the Angkor empire declined in the fifteenth century, the absolute political, divine (and 

                                                           
25 In questions related to identifying domestic spatial expressions of spirituality, 65% of interviewees cited 
spirit houses as being significant (see Appendix 5). 
26 In Christianity’s holy book, the bible, mountains are often markers of God’s dealing with his people (Rae 
2017:28) and referred to over 500 times (Climbing the Mountains of the bible); in China there are four sacred 
Buddhist mountains that symbolize the four corners of the universe and are believed to be the home of 
bodhisattvas (Johnson 2015); in the religions of India, it is Mount Meru that is at the centre of its cosmological 
universe; and in Japan the sacred mountain has significance in Buddhism, Shintoism, Taoist and Shugendo 
beliefs (Schattschneider 2000:154). 
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by extension construction) power once wielded by the Angkor god-kings was reduced but the 
mountain element within Khmer spirituality endured by being abstracted through ritual. The 
following paragraphs articulate these transformations over time in more detail, anchored in specific 
examples, and discuss how they are present in the city of Phnom Penh today. 
 
3.51 The Animist natural mountain 
 
The Collins dictionary states that a mountain is a ‘...large natural elevation of the earth’s surface 
rising abruptly from the surrounding level; a large steep hill’ (1984:327). A Cambodian example of 
this is Kulen mountain in the north of the country (see Figure 3.14). Three topographic 
characteristics when brought together create the physical form of the mountain: height, scale and 
materiality (see Figure 3.15). In pre-indianised Cambodia, each of these three physical characteristics 
became appropriated by Animism to give the mountain layers of spiritual spatial meaning. People 
believed the spirits lived on the heights, in the vast scale of the wilderness and in places that were 
inaccessible and materially different (Davis 2016:109). Mountains were understood to be spatially 
sacred; places to be avoided unless a ritualistic sacrifice was undertaken to plead for protection or 
good fortune. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.14: Kulen Mountain, Siem Reap Province (Pineros 2018) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.15: Height       Scale       Materiality  
(Drawings by author 2015) 
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3.52 The hybrid natural mountain 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.16: Temple on the mountain summit     Figure 3.17: Wat Ashram Maha Rosei  
Phnom Da (Photo by author 2015)       Phnom Da (Photo by author 2015) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.18: Cave in mountainside, Phnom Da       Figure 3.19: Site of Linga and Yoni  
(Photo by author 2015)          (Photo by author 2015) 
 
The twin hills of Phnom Da (Grandfather Mountain) are evidence of the indianisation impacting 
Funan during the eight centuries before the Angkor empire era27. Phnom Da is located in Prek Ta 
Phor village, Kork Thalork commune, Angkor Borei district, about 24 kilometers east of Takeo 
provincial town by water canal or about 102 kilometers south of Phnom Penh by the road. Here, 
strands of Hindu and Buddhist spiritualities conflated with Animism to enrich the appropriated 
physicality of the mountain.  
 
 
 
 

                                                           
27 In the Khmer language the word ‘Phnom’ means ‘mountain.’ 
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Figure 3.20: Height          Scale        Materiality 
(Drawings by author 2015) 
 
On the summit of the larger hill is a temple28 (see Figure 3.16) which has foundations that date from 
the sixth century. On the lower second hill is the 8m-high Wat Ashram Maha Rosei (see Figure 3.17) 
that contrasts significantly with the first temple in both materiality, style and siting. It is located half 
way up the hillside not on the summit29. In addition, five man made caves30 (see Figure 3.18) 
pockmark the two hills; within each is evidence of a Shiva linga and yoni, representations of male 
and female reproductive systems, and common objects of Hindu spirituality31 (see Figure 3.19). 
Through the emerging hybrid spirituality, the natural and physical mountain became completely 
spiritually sequestered in detail (see Figure 3.20). Destinations were specifically constructed on the 
heights to frame worship and interaction with the spirits. These constructions started to presence 
the vast scale of the mountain and through approach pathways and trails made it accessible. The 
variety of imported stone used in construction and revealed in the excavated caves symbolized an 
eternal materiality (and by extension spirituality). This method of whole mountain appropriation has 
precedents throughout Cambodia including Phnom Oudong, Phnom Penh and Phnom Chisor. Each 
summit temple is constructed in a contrasting material, caves pockmark the ascent and the worship 
of hybrid spirituality is present.  

                                                           
28 ‘This temple was probably constructed under King Rudravarman and dedicated to Shiva, evidenced through 
the themes of the bas-reliefs denoting the churning of the sea of milk and a reclining Vishnu image. The ruined 
temple (12m2 and 18m-high) that stands there today was rebuilt in the eleventh century during the Angkor 
empire; similar materials of laterite, brick and sandstone are used. The temple entrance faces north towards 
Nokor Kork Thalork which was capital of Nokor Phnom (Funan) at the time; the other three sides have blind 
doors decorated with bas-relief nagas’ (Rooney 2005:387). 
29 Dawn Rooney recognises indianisation when she writes about the architecture of this Ashram stating that it 
is ‘…derived from the temples on the Dieng Plateau in Java and from those in southern India fused with Khmer 
preferences’ (2005:387). 
30 In questions related to identifying spatial expressions of spirituality 10% of interviewees referenced caves 
(see Appendix 5). The caves have been constantly used since their excavation as shrines, hideouts or even 
cremation sites during the Khmer Rouge era. In parts of South East Asia, caves have been appropriated by 
other spiritualties. An example of this is in Vietnam where Roman Catholicism has appropriated the cave 
typology to represent a holy grotto where worship of replicas of Jesus, Mary and the saints is conducted.  
31 This is corroborating evidence of the Shaivism perpetuated throughout the Angkor empire era. 
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There is also evidence of this mountain appropriation extended throughout the region32 and around 
the world within different spiritualties33. Despite the hybrid natural mountain becoming increasingly 
accessible as stairways and paths were constructed, its location was still distant from the evolving 
cities where the people lived. It is worth noting that prior to its founding in 1372, the topography of 
the region where the city of Phnom Penh is located was completely flat (see Figure 3.52) with no 
examples of the natural mountain at either domestic or urban scales. 
 
3.53 The artificial urban mountain 
 

Jayarvarman II instituted the cult of the Devaraja34  in which the sanctuary is in a pyramid35, 
erected on a natural or artificial mountain and sheltering the linga of stone or precious metal 
in which the Devaraja of each reign resides, henceforth marks the centre of the royal city… 
the great pyramid at Koh Ker (see Figure 3.24)…His capital, with its walls and its moat, 
represents the universe in miniature, surrounded by the chain of mountains of Chkravala 
and by the ocean. Its centre marked by that which represents Meru and on the summit of 
this temple mountain is the Devaraja. (Coedes 1968:103,119) 

 
An urban spatial expression (intervention) was needed that could represent the natural mountain in 
height, scale and materiality. It could then be appropriated by the culture’s hybrid spirituality as a 
powerful spatial impact of spirituality within the city’s urban layout and in doing so could underpin 
the god-king status of the sovereign. An artificial urban mountain was the ideal solution. Once King 
Jayarvarman II (802-850) had established the Devaraja cult at the start of the Angkor empire era, 
subsequent god-kings then enjoyed the absolute power necessary to construct an artificial mountain 
within the urban layout, at the most auspicious place that complimented their divinely granted 
power.  

                                                           
32 An example of this is near the city of Chiang Mai in the neighbouring country of Thailand. Where a pagoda 
has been constructed on Suthep mountain. It contains a sacred Buddhist relic that is buried beneath the 
pagoda. 306 steps ascend the temple complex whose entrance is guarded by colourful stone giants. Within the 
complex, auspicious Bodhi trees are planted, ritualistic washing locations are present, and a variety of shrines 
dedicated to Chinese deities (such as the laughing Buddha), Hindu deities (such as Ganesha) and Animistic 
deities (such as the naga or snake) are all ready for worship. This combination of the topographical elements 
and hybrid spirituality create a powerful spatial spirituality that is recognised as one of the most sacred 
temples in northern Thailand (Tantalanukul 1999). 
33 An example of this is the Sacro Monte at Varallo; a place of Christian pilgrimage. Founded by the Catholic 
priest, Bernardino Caimi, due to its physical similarity to Jerusalem; a city on mountain. He set up a pilgrimage 
route up the difficult topography of the mountain ‘…the very act of making an ascent, separating oneself from 
one’s normal surroundings, searching, wandering, and reaching the summit and center of the world was the 
way in which pilgrims, like countless others before them, realized for themselves what they believed to be 
their true nature’ (Leatherbarrow 2004:209). The journey was the destination.  
34 ‘The young king took into his services as royal chaplain a Brahman scholar, Sivakaivalya, who was to follow 
him in all his changes of residence and to become the first chief priest of a new cult, that of Devaraja, or ‘God-
King’ (Coedes 1968:98). This Shaivite ritual (Journal of Khmer Studies 2003:1) was conducted on Phnom Kulen 
(see Figure 3.14) that symbolised ‘Mount Mahendra’ the residence of Siva (king of all the gods including Indra 
Devaraja). The king was anointed by a Brahman and received from Siva ‘…the miraculous linga in which resided 
henceforth the royal power of the Khmer kings… The communion between the king and the god through the 
medium of a priest took place on the sacred mountain, which could be either natural or artificial’ (Coedes 
1968:100-101). Thus allowing for its artificial representation within the urban layout.  
35 ‘The use of the pyramid in architecture is evidently an attempt to evoke a mountain. For want of a high 
pyramid, five sanctuaries arranged in a quincunx recall the five summits of Mount Meru’ (Coedes 1968:122). 



50 
 

No wonder ‘…the kings of Funan had as their title the term meaning ‘king of the mountain36’’ 
(Coedes 1968:36). This sovereign spiritual spatial relationship (expressed in artificial mountains) 
could be understood by the people because, other than the location, the associated form and 
symbolism of the sacred mountain remained the same. This method was strikingly similar to some 
architecture trends of India37 (see Figure 3.21 and 3.22) where, ‘…at most one senses among them a 
family likeness, by no means a direct kinship’ (Coedes 1968:31). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.21: Roulos (Artificial Mountain   Figure 3.22: Temple of Bhitargaon, (Artificial 
Funan era 600) (Photo by author 2015) Mountain Gupta era 600) (Beglar 1875)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.23: Height  Scale     Materiality 
(Drawings by author 2015) 
 
 

                                                           
36 ‘By the start of the Angkor era kings literally lived higher than their people; residing in terraced palaces and 
transported on elephants. Physically and spatially closer to the spirits on the heights…by proximity they 
became spiritually closer too; conditions were ripe for the Angkor era of the god-king’ (Coedes 1968:49,51). 
37 ‘We cannot help but be struck by the resemblance of the brick towers of pre-Angkorian Cambodia or of 
ancient Champa with certain brick monuments of central India, and especially with the temple of Bhitargaon of 
the Gupta era in the Ganges valley’ (Coedes 1968:32). 
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The height, scale and materiality of the artificial mountain (see Figure 3.23) took on added 
importance as it was believed to also represent Mount Meru considered to be the centre of the 
physical and spiritual universes within Hindu spirituality. It had to soar over the urban layout of 
traditional timber houses38 in order to create the significant height differential necessary to provide 
a believable dwelling place for the spirits.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Figure 3.24: The artificial mountain Koh Ker (Photo by author 2010) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.25: Angkor Wat: an integrated topography of water, trees and mountain (Kanako 2018) 
 
 

                                                           
38 See Chapter 4 for an expanded discussion of timber house typologies that would have been similar to 
housing during the Angkor empire era. 
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The scale of the mountain had to be vast to maintain its spiritual importance. In comparison to the 
surrounding urban layout, the materiality of the mountain had to contrast and endure for 
perpetuity. Timber was transitory, only stone39 would do because the artificial mountain needed to 
appear to be made of lasting materiality like its celestial counterpart. The artificial mountains that 
were created within the urban layout (see Figure 3.24) became easily accessible to the Khmer people 
who could also conduct their spiritual worship and rituals there that previously could only be 
practised at the hybrid natural mountain outside the urban layout. The apogee of this methodology 
after 400 years of empire was the artificial mountain of Angkor Wat40 (see Figure 3.25). Since the 
fifteenth century no artificial mountains have been constructed in Cambodia to rival those from the 
Angkor empire era.  
 
Today in the city of Phnom Penh, Wat Phnom41 is an example of an artificial mountain built to 
appropriate this topographical element in order to create a location of spirituality on a scale 
appropriate within the urban layout. It was constructed in 1372 during the late Angkor empire era 
when Lady Penh discovered a floating Koki tree42 in the Tonle Sap river after a storm. Inside the tree 
were five relics: four bronze Buddha statues and one stone Vishnu statue. Lady Penh ordered a 27m-
high artificial mountain (of earth) be built at the location of discovery (see Figure 3.05 location C). 
She ordered a Buddhist pagoda to be built on the summit and a Hindu shrine constructed slightly 
lower to house the salvaged relics thus spatially validating the prevailing hybrid spirituality of the 
nation. At the time Phnom Penh was little more than a hamlet on a level flood plain (See Figure 
3.26). Wat Phnom has endured over 600 years. For most of this time it has been the highest 
structure in the city of Phnom Penh (see Figure 3.26 and 3.27), visually influencing the city with its 
spatial spirituality on the vertical axis43. Its scale is still substantial within the urban layout, creating 
one of the most successful public places in the city. This public place is stocked with tall trees that 
accentuate the integrated character of its impact.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.26: Wat Phnom 1873 (Igout 1993)                       Figure 3.27: View of Wat Phnom from top of 

             Canadia Tower (Photo by author 2010) 
 

                                                           
39 Laterite and sandstone were the preferred materials. Though on certain structures clay bricks were used for 
structural work and stone used as the cladding material. 
40 Today it is still considered one of the wonders of the world and its silhouette adorns the centre of the flag of 
Cambodia: the only country in the world to celebrate a building in this way (see Appendix 3). 
41 Wat Phnom literally means: mountain pagoda. 
42 This is an auspicious species of tree that accentuates the spiritual impetus of the discovery. 
43 Further impacts of Wat Phnom, in both the horizontal and vertical dimension, will be expanded in Chapter 5 
through an analysis of the city of Phnom Penh’s evolving urban layout.  
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Figure 3.28: Wat Phnom during New Year festival and Wat             Figure 3.29: Wat Neak Kawan 
Phnom approach stair (Photos by author 2014)    (Photo by author 2014) 
 
Its materiality references the hybrid natural mountain in terrain; construction materials; and 
accessible pathways (see Figure 3.28). It is an effective and popular urban topographical example of 
hybrid spirituality. On questions relating to identifying urban spatial expressions of spirituality in the 
city of Phnom Penh, 75% of the interviewees cited Wat Phnom (see Appendix 5). This is further 
shown in the way it attracts people from throughout the city to ritually interact with the spirits 
during each of the leading national festivals (see Figure 3.28). 
 
In the city of Phnom Penh today, there are over fourteen pagodas in the inner city area. The vihara 
(pagoda) within the Buddhist temple complex could also be understood as a representation of the 
artificial mountain (see Figure 3.29 for a typical example). Its height (up to 30m) soars over the 
surrounding community. It is built on a type of exposed foundation that reveals the ‘…link between 
pagodas and Angkorean temples’ (Gueret 2017:24). Further connections are the access stairways in 
each of the cardinal directions. The scale of the vihara is considerable; the footprint of the sanctuary 
is typically 19mx9m (this does not take into account the access terraces that surround it). 
Traditionally the construction material of the pagoda would have been brightly painted timber, tiles 
or rendered clay bricks; today painted concrete predominates. This material treatment would have 
been in contrast to the surrounding community residential buildings of unadorned timber or muted 
hues of painted concrete. On the forecourt of the vihara, within the temple complex, the tree, 
mountain, and water were, and continue to be, represented (literally or abstractly). Here various 
rituals would take place during the leading annual festivals. This presence and connection of 
topographical elements, objects and rituals underpin the spatial spirituality created by the vihara 
and was corroborated through the semi-structured interviews, wherein 55% of the interviewees 
cited pagodas as examples of spirituality in the city of Phnom Penh (see Appendix 5). Each vihara 
becomes an artificial urban mountain and continues the topographical tradition44 of creating spatial 
impacts of spirituality within the urban layout of the city of Phnom Penh.  
 
3.54 The abstracted mountain 
 
One of the leading reasons for the end of the Angkor era was the fifteenth century shift in ascendant 
power within the hybrid spirituality of the nation. Hinduism (more specifically Shaivism expressed in 

                                                           
44 This was first evidenced in the Angkor empire era and culminated with Angkor Wat but it’s impact continues 
today. ‘So Angkorian Cambodia has collapsed but it is not dead…It doesn’t exist anymore, like a whole 
civilisation, but important elements of the belief still prevail’ (Appendix 7: Interview 05). 
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the Devaraja cult) was replaced by the increasingly popular Theravada Buddhism. This resulted in the 
dilution of absolute power for the god-king: the Angkor empire ended but the spatial spiritual 
influence created by the mountain and a number of associated rituals have continued. Within the 
Khmer New Year festival, the enduring presence of spirituality, created by the mountain, is 
perpetuated through abstracting its height, scale and materiality into the sand mountain ritual (see 
Figure 3.32). Its influence extended beyond two boundaries that previous mountain transformations 
were restricted by: the large visual scale and permanent materiality. 
 
The sand mountain ritual is an important part of the Khmer New Year festival that is celebrated 
across the nation in every Buddhist pagoda. Like the washing of the Buddha ritual (discussed below), 
it is located in the forecourt area of the pagoda in the temple complex. This underlines the 
importance of the forecourt as a place of ritual practice that is evident in both national festivals and 
domestic rituals. Here five sand mountains are set out in an ordered manner (see Figure 3.30). Four 
at each corner and one in the centre. Construction of the sand mountains is commenced on the first 
day of the new year and completed by the monks on the third day. The surrounding four sand 
mountains represent the four cardinal directions and the central mountain represents the highest 
mountain of the physical world (Everest) that reaches heaven. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.30: The range of five sand mountains          Figure 3.31: Sprinkling sand and gaining merit 
(Photo by author 2015)             (Photo by author 2015) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.32: Height         Scale       Materiality 
(Drawings by author 2015) 
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The central mountain also symbolises the highest mountain of the spiritual world, Mount Meru45. 
People light incense sticks, to call the spirits, and place them into each mountain. They conduct 
charitable giving by putting money in a box next to the mountain (or even insert money directly into 
the mountain); and then sprinkle sand on the top of the mountain (see Figure 3.31). They repeat this 
for each mountain in the range of five, finishing at the central mountain. There is a belief that each 
grain of the sand gives merit to those who perform this ceremony thereby relieving them of their 
misfortunes/wrong doing. There are various folk stories46 that articulate the origin of this ritual, each 
with a similar conclusion: the obtaining of protection against evil spiritual forces. The height of the 
mountain is extremely short (between 50cm-1m) and the scale of the mountain is similarly reduced 
as this manifestation is purely symbolic of its natural topographical character. The sand materiality 
of these abstracted mountains reflects the transience and temporary nature of the ritual and the 
ease in which people can participate and interact with the spiritual world.  
 
Today in the city of Phnom Penh it is the ritual of the sand mountain during the three days of the 
Khmer New Year festival that perpetuates the mountains spiritual impact on both an urban and 
domestic scale in each of the pagodas throughout the city. Not only does the ritual allow present 
personal spiritual transactions but it also prompts a collective memory of the rich topographical 
histories created by past iterations of hybrid spirituality appropriating mountains. This impact is 
further enriched by the location of the ritual on the forecourt of the pagoda which is shared with the 
purification ritual involving the topographical element of water discussed below. In questions 
related to identifying examples of spatial spirituality, 50% of the interviewees cited mountains as 
being important (see Appendix 5) corroborating this collective memory which culminates in recalling 
the integrated topography (tree, mountain and water) evidenced by the twelfth century temple of 
Angkor Wat (see Figure 3.25): a spatial impact of spirituality that the nation of Cambodia continues 
to find its identity in47. 
 
3.6 The topographical element of water 
 

Another [place of spiritual significance] is the lake, because the lake is the place they have 
had for a long time. People48 catch fish there and say their problems there. They worship 
and burn incense there. And then that place …becomes an important place…the place has 
spirits to take care of the lake. (Appendix 7: Interview 18) 

 
Water is important within Animism as it is believed to contain spirits within itself and inside the 
living creatures that dwell within it. In the Hindu pantheon, worship of water was also commonly 
practiced.  
 

                                                           
45 In other stories the central sand mountain represents sakyamuni satya, the stupa at Tavatimsa, where relics 
of the Buddha are allegedly buried after entry into nirvana. The surrounding four sand mountains represent 
the stupas of the Buddha's favorite disciples: Sariputta, Moggallana, Ananda, and Maha Kassapa.  
46 For expanded folk stories related to this ritual see Appendix 6. 
47 This is corroborated through its image depicted on successive national flags in Appendix 3. 
48 ‘The Khmers essentially worshipped agricultural gods, more particularly the spirits connected with water. It 
could not be otherwise in a country where land and water are indissoluble, where everything was ordered by 
the double and extraordinary phenomena of the monsoons and the reverse flow of the Tonle Sap, where social 
life was developed by the slow mastery over water to fertilise the land. Modern Cambodia, in spite of 
Buddhism, still retains a mass of important rites associated with this primordial aspect, like the Water Festival, 
for example, not to mention the role of the king in the agrarian cycle’ (Groslier 2006:89). 
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Figure 3.33: Hydraulic urban layout of Angkor Thom       Figure 3.34: Churning of the sea of milk 
(Mappery 2011)           (Artisans Angkor 2013) 
  
A historical Khmer example of this was during the Angkor empire: when each god-king49 came to 
power he would typically construct projects that were in the public interest before he embarked on 
temple constructions (for ancestral, personal and universal worship). These would either be 
charitable structures or hydraulic works that practically supported his people. Each successive god-
king of the empire enriched the land, increased cultivation was enabled through the expansion of 
the hydraulic urban layout50 (see Figure 3.33). Absolute power was needed for these considerable 
technological developments to be achieved, operated, and maintained. An example of this were the 
eastern and western barays of Angkor Thom (see Figure 3.33 white details) which were large water 
repositories that would irrigate the rice crops grown around the city. This power source was the 
Khmer god-kings who through their constructions helped establish the empire. When a new god-
king was enthroned in the city he welcomed a new cycle of life through divinely facilitating the rain 
(during the monsoon season) and then mortally controlling its use and distribution throughout his 
realm through the hydraulic urban layout: bringing life with up to four rice harvests a year. His role 
was symbolically represented in the myth of the Churning of the Sea of Milk51 that was depicted as a 
bas-relief on the great temple of Angkor Wat (see Figure 3.34) and the urban layout of the city of 
Angkor Thom (see Figure 3.33). These beliefs were ritualistically celebrated every rainfall when 
raindrops would cascade down a constructed linga52 (symbolically representing the god-king) 
transforming the water into the elixir of life for the people.  
 

                                                           
49 ‘The Khmer ruler is a god on earth, an intermediary between men and divine powers. The owner of the land 
through his ancestors, he intercedes with the spirits to ensure the fertility of this land. He ensures the normal 
seasonal cycle, and the reappearance of life-giving rains’ (Groslier 2006:88). 
50 ‘The chronological study of Angkor clearly shows that each ensemble was linked to the previous one, to 
make use of it…also to extend it’ (Groslier 2006:87). 
51 This Hindu epic about the origin of life sees, ‘the ‘god-king’…Vishnu who, with the help of the naga churns 
the ‘sea of milk’ [the water storage reservoirs of Angkor] to transform it into ambrosia, the elixir of life. This 
story is depicted in bas-relief on the terraces of Angkor Wat and is depicted in three dimensions in the urban 
design of Angkor Thom. Naga’s are carved along each entrance bridge that traverse a moat (sea of milk). They 
theoretically ‘intersect’ at the ‘god-kings’ residence in the centre of the city. Angkor Thom ‘procreated’ very 
effectively the ‘well-being’ of the Universe’ both as a spiritual capital as well as a system of public works’ 
(Groslier 2006:90).   
52 This is also considered an abstract representation of the Hindu deity Shiva in Shaivism. 
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This relationship between the hydraulic urban design of the Khmer empire and the nation’s 
spirituality was perpetuated through a spatially integrated Hindu spirituality53. The empire’s success 
was only assured if the ascendant Hindu spirituality was maintained. By the fifteenth century the 
empire was in decline due in part to the rise of Theravada Buddhism54 and the decline in absolute 
power of the god-king, but water continued to maintain a purifying spiritual relevance throughout 
the ensuing eras due to the enduring Khmer hybrid spirituality (see Figure 3.04). 
 
In the twenty-first century city of Phnom Penh, water is still viewed as a spatial expression of 
spirituality on both an urban and domestic scale. In the semi-structured interviews, 90% of the 
interviewees referenced the presence of local territorial spirits, in relation to questions about 
personal spirituality (see Appendix 5). This suggests that people living in the city still maintain 
Animistic beliefs that include a special regard for water and its divine life bringing properties.  
The following paragraphs will discuss the spiritual influence of water in the urban layout that is 
created by its natural and abstracted presence.  They will focus on the phenomena of urban lakes, 
whose dwindling impact will be scrutinised through the recent story of Boeung Kak lake, and two of 
the national festivals that are celebrated annually in the city of Phnom Penh.  
 
3.61 The natural presence of water 
 
Urban lakes are an example of how water has impacted the spatial spirituality of the city of Phnom 
Penh at a permanent urban scale. Similar to barays within the urban layout of Angkor (see Figure 
3.33), urban lakes were an important and celebrated topographical feature of the city of Phnom 
Penh. The largest of these urban lakes in the city of Phnom Penh, Boueng Kak lake, was 133 hectares 
in size (see Figure 3.35). According to Khmer animist beliefs such a large expanse of water would 
have its own territorial spirits protecting it and giving it powerful spatial spiritual importance. It was 
home to over 4000 families who lived around its edge (see Figure 3.36) many of whom earned a 
living from fishing or farming the lake. They lived in relationship with the spirits whom they believed 
dwelled within the fish and in the water itself (Appendix 7: Interview 01 and 18). During the French 
protectorate era, its natural state was respected and it was integrated into the urban plans of the 
early twentieth century city that were eventually built out by the end of the century (see Figure 
3.37). Functionally, the lake operated as a giant run off in monsoon season protecting the city from 
flooding. All methods of transport (roads, canals and railway lines) deferred to it in the evolving 
urban design (see Figure 3.37). One of the diagonal slashes that cut across the regular grid of the city 
culminated at the lake highlighting its importance whilst the other, the avenue Charles De Gaulle, 
bisected the city. During the protectorate era, water was channelled into artificial waterways and 
inner city canals that physically connected the lake to the Tonle Sap river (see figure 3.37). These 
were infilled to become a park in the first era of independence but the connection to the Tonle Sap 
river was visually maintained (see Figure 3.37 purple arrow).  

                                                           
53 ‘…Khmer religion was the consequence of a specialised society… A study of their structures demonstrates 
this. To irrigate the fields they built their structures rationally…In apparent contradiction with this logic, they 
planned their cities as a microcosm which summarised their cosmology; the centre is often marked by a 
natural mound, in every case by a temple-Meru, with its major axes going towards the cardinal points. To do 
this…they subordinated their knowledge to their symbolism’ (Groslier 2006:89). 
54 This ‘…was a democratic religion, which appealed directly to the people, without the intervention of an 
elaborate, expensive and burdensome hierarchy of priests and deities. Its bonzes embraced poverty and 
occupied themselves with teaching and good works in direct contact with the people’ (Palmer Briggs 1954: 
259). ‘With the spreading of the Theravada in South East Asia… the Hindu Ramayana assumed a Buddhist 
character and became the Ramerkerti (or Reamker) in Cambodia’ (Journal of Khmer Studies 2003: 56).  
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All railway journeys figuratively passed over the lake ‘to and fro’ from its South Eastern corner. Here 
a French colonial railway station faced the river: an impressive gateway to the city (see Figure 3.38 
and 3.39). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.35: Boeung Kak lake (Nette 2008)    Figure 3.36: Boueng Kak dwellings (Nette 2008) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1920 map of Phnom Penh      2010 map of Phnom Penh 
 

- Boeung Kak lake location within the city of Phnom Penh 

- Inner city canals: present in the 1920 urban layout that connected the lake to the river. 

- Infilled canals (now park): present in 2010 layout visually connect railway station to the river. 
- Diagonal roadway physically and visually connecting lake and railway station to Central Market. 

- Northern and Southern railway enter the city, pass the lake and terminate at railway station. 

- Railway station: one of the city gateways with view of the river down infilled canal park 
- National stadium designed by Vann Molyvann and completed in 1964 

 
Figure 3.37: Boeung Kak lake’s urban design relevance (Portail 1920 and Phnom Penh map 2010) 
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Figure 3.38: Railway Station Entrance              Figure 3.39: Railway Station aerial view 
(Photo by author 2016)                             (Photo by author 2013) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.40: National Sports Complex (Phnom Penh) 1962-64 with a view of Boeung Kak lake (Grant 
Ross and Collins 2005:216) 
 
Such an effective integration of water, technology and urban layout complimented the Khmer 
architect Vann Molyvann’s urban design approach. He integrated the lake even further into the 
urban layout when he constructed the national stadium in 1964 (see Figure 3.37 red detail and 3.40). 
The stadium created an urban counterpoint to the lake through its large scale and strong visual 
connections from its heights and along roadways. Boeung Kak lake was an example of spatial 
spirituality that was integrated into the evolving urban layout throughout the first era of 
independence in the mid twentieth century.  
 
Since the early 2000s the urban layout of the city of Phnom Penh has extended to the west, real 
estate prices have risen, and Boeung Kak lake became the victim of ‘…the strong, very strong power 
of money’ (Appendix 7: Interview 05). Political power effected the topography of the urban layout by 
sanctioning the lake’s infill. In 2007 Boueng Kak lake was sold55 by the Cambodia Peoples Party (CPP) 
government to a private businessman for $79million and the infill began56.  
 
 
                                                           
55 This happened ‘…despite its legal status as ‘state public land’ …a category of land with a public interest use – 
including roads, schools, hospitals, and natural resources such as forests, lakes and rivers – which cannot be 
legally transferred unless it has lost its ‘public interest value’’ (Strangio 2015:160). 
56 The largest urban displacement of people (Coggan 2015:147) since the Khmer Rouge emptied Phnom Penh 
in 1975 was given legal approval and a massive topographical project was underway. 
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Figure 3.41: Boueng Kak (Google Earth 2003) Figure 3.42: Boueng Kak (Google Earth 2013) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.43: Proposed Plan A  Figure 3.44: Proposed Plan B           Fig. 3.45: Pro. Plan C 
(Photo by author 2016)   (Skyscraper city 2010)            (Shukaku 2010) 
 
The lake’s infill prompted Buddhist57 monks to join demonstrations in the city against such legalised 
land grabbing but to no avail (Coggan 2015:147,148). This suggests that this political method of 
urban design that involves displacement and infill does not comfortably reflect Khmer Buddhist 
spirituality and ethics58. The physical space of the infilled lake (see Figure 3.41 and 3.42) became 
very similar to the deforested land sites that are prevalent around the country (Strangio 2015:175). 
The 133 hectares became an arid expanse of sand awaiting city centre development. There was no 
contour or past reference in the levelled terrain other than its shape: a seeming island of non-space. 
The infill erased the past: displacing people; nature; culture; and spirituality. A place now described 
as ‘…no longer spiritual. It depends on people believing’ (Appendix 7: Interview 01). A new 
topography was created, a blank slate awaiting definition. The future development of the site was 
veiled59 in secrecy with new masterplans published every few months (see Figure 3.43,3.44 and 
3.45). Today infrastructure construction has commenced but the end result still remains a mystery. 
 

                                                           
57 Capitalism like this seems to sit uncomfortably within Theravada Buddhism that teaches ‘…material goods 
are illusions and snares, and salvation will come through voluntary poverty, study and meditation’ (Coggan 
2015:150).   
58 Prime minister Hun Sen worked hard at convincing Khmer Buddhist leaders to spiritually endorse his politics 
without reservation. By showering supportive monasteries and monks with donations and titles (Coggan 
2015:150) he persuaded them to prevent monks joining demonstrations. For within the broader context of 
hybrid spirituality (see Figure 3.04) there is a greater relativism that would arguably permit such policy. 
59 ‘Khmer reality lies shrouded by many veils’ (Serge Thion quoted in Strangio 2015: 265). 
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Figure 3.46: Aerial view of the infilled Boueng Kak lake from the west (looking east). The Tonle Sap 
river can be seen in the top left (Yew On Choo 2019) 
 
Boeung Kak lake was a substantial topographical example of a spatial expression of Khmer hybrid 
spirituality that was integrated within the urban layout of the city of Phnom Penh. It evidenced many 
of the roles of an urban lake through its function, economic provision, residential space and role as 
an urban focal point. The water was also ritually relevant within Animist spirituality as home of (and 
possessed by) territorial spirits; within Hindu spirituality, as a large repository of cleansing water to 
supply rituals (Rooney 1997:87); and within Buddhist spirituality, symbolising one of the basic 
elements of life. Today, the water of the lake and its associated power and influence has been 
completely removed from within the urban layout (see Figure 3.46). The city is poorer for it and 
similar to the decline of the Angkor empire in the fifteenth century, an era of spiritually integrated 
hydraulic urban design is over60. As inner city real estate values soar this has motivated political 
legislation to infill all urban lakes like Boeung Kak in the city of Phnom Penh and eradicate the 
natural presence of water and its associated spatial impacts of spirituality from the urban layout. 
Water retains its only permanent natural presence within the city at an urban scale, through the 
Tonle Sap river (see Figure 3.05) at the eastern city edge, where it still maintains some of its spiritual 
meaning. However, it is not as central to the lives of city dwellers as the urban lake of Boueng Kak 
was.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
60 Today whole districts experience extensive flooding as the flood water has nowhere to go. This is causing 
considerable damage and strain on an already limited infrastructure. 
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3.62 The abstracted presence of water 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.47: Khmer Lotus flower       Figure 3.48: Independence Monument  
(Radcliffe 2014)            (Dina 2016) 
 
There is evidence of water’s abstracted presence in the built environment through its influence on 
urban focal point location and form that, by extension, continued to reference water in the heart of 
the urban layout61. An example of this is the sculpted lotus flower profile (see Figure 3.47) of the 
Independence Monument (see Figure 3.48) that deliberately referenced nature. The circular 
boundary walls radiate outwards in concentric rings, and could be seen as ripples on the water 
surface (see Figure 3.48). The lotus flower is an aquatic plant and by placing it next to a park that 
connected to the Bassac river, evoked a feeling of walking on water. This was further emphasised 
through its location (see Figure 3.05 location A) on, ‘…reclaimed land that used to a prek62 of the 
Bassac [river]’ (Grant Ross and Collins 2006:88). This concretised the topographical element of water 
and its associated spirituality into the urban layout and ensured its enduring abstracted physical 
presence remained. 
 
The presence of water has also been abstracted through the annual Water Festival and Khmer New 
Year festival rituals to create temporary spatial impacts of spirituality at both an urban and domestic 
scale, in the city of Phnom Penh. The Water Festival is conducted at an urban scale that celebrates 
the end of the monsoon season, the start of the fishing season, and the Tonle Sap river’s reversal of 
its flow. Over three days of boat races the river is integrated spatially and spiritually into the city, 
transforming the urban layout63. The importance of water at the domestic scale can also be seen 
during the three days of the annual Khmer New Year festival. This festival celebrates the end of the 
harvest season and the start of the monsoon season. ‘Maha Songkran’, is the name of the first day 
of the New Year celebration when the angel of the new year is welcomed into the home by a 
domestic ritual where food is left out for three days for her to consume. People dress up, light 
candles and burn incense sticks at shrines. Families pay homage to Buddha and offer thanks for his 
teachings by bowing, kneeling and prostrating themselves three times before his image64. During 
‘Vara Vanabat,’ the second day of the New Year celebration, people conduct charitable giving and 
ancestral worship rituals at the pagoda.  
 

                                                           
61 This will be expanded in greater detail in Chapter 5’s discussion of urban focal points and layouts. 
62 The Khmer word prek means stream or tributary. 
63 An expanded discussion and analysis of the Water Festival and its spiritual influence on the urban layout will 
be undertaken in Chapter 5. 
64 In addition, for future good luck, people will wash their face with holy water in the morning, their chests at 
noon, and their feet in the evening before they go to bed. 
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Figure 3.49: Washing the Buddha idol           Figure 3.50: Washing with perfumed water 
(Photo by author 2016)             (Photo by author 2016) 
 
‘Loeng Sak,’ the third day of the New Year celebration, is when people commonly conduct washing 
of the Buddha/people rituals with perfumed water at the pagoda65. The washing of the Buddha ritual 
is conducted in the forecourt of the pagoda, within the temple complex. Here a number of Buddhist 
idols made of various materials (polished stone, painted concrete, metal etc…) are temporarily 
located for the duration of the festival and next to these will be a bucket of perfumed water with 
dippers (see Figure 3.49). Many people from throughout the city will wash the Buddha, particularly 
his face (see Figure 3.50) and then wipe their own faces as they depart. Other manifestations of this 
practice include: washing the monks; older people; and then children66 as well as conducting a 
similar ritual more privately at home67. The water that has washed the Buddha becomes holy 
(and/or lucky), as it will bring people good fortune in the forthcoming year.  
 
The ritual is repeated annually by the devout believer. This washing symbolises cleansing of the 
person doing the washing of wrong doing or misfortune in their lives over the past year. It also 
symbolises a commitment of care and devotion to the washed item or person. If this is a Buddhist 
idol, then a renewed dedication to the Buddhist faith and by extension the pagoda and its 
compound is implied. If this is a person then a renewed attentiveness to the person washed in the 
forthcoming year would be actioned. This ritual also references the Angkor era discussed above 
when the monsoon rains, blessed by the royal linga would bless the forthcoming harvest. Good 
fortune would be expected and hoped for at a domestic scale throughout the new year as a result of 
the ritual. The analogous conditions created by the purification ritual and the sand mountain ritual 
on the pagoda forecourt emphasises their expressions of spatial spirituality. This is similar to the way 
that the spirit house and the tree create connections to the pagoda and the mountain.  
 

                                                           
65 The sand mountain ritual can occur on any of the festival’s three days on the pagoda forecourt. 
66 There are similarities in this ritual to the ritual of baptism within Christianity. When people believe in Jesus 
Christ they are baptised (symbolically immersed in water) in the name of Jesus Christ (Acts 2:38). It is only 
necessary to conduct this ritual once in the life of the believer unlike the Khmer tradition which is performed 
annually. In the protestant tradition water is a symbol of salvation (1 Peter 3:21) it is not considered divine or 
holy as in the Khmer ritual (NIV Bible 1979).  
67 Several times throughout the year the ritual can be observed on the forecourt of a townhouse where it is 
conducted publicly by monks washing an entire household. 
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Today, water continues to evidence spirituality within the urban layout. Even though its natural 
permanent presence has reduced through the infill of urban lakes, it maintains a dynamic presence 
through its abstraction. The Independence Monument continues to perpetuate its impact in the 
urban layout but more significantly, its enduring impact is through its use, and agency, in regular 
temporary rituals. Water as purification continues to be practised at annual festivals but is also 
observed at other times and locations (apart from the pagoda) in the urban layout. The washing of 
the Buddha ritual in the temple fore court is similar to the domestic cleansing ritual that occurs in 
the forecourt of the home/dwelling. This ritual, performed by Buddhist monks for a donation, occurs 
when households commit to a fresh start or request good fortune for the future outside of the 
annual festival dates. The home/dwelling is recognised as a location of spirituality analogous to the 
pagoda and its forecourt, but on a domestic scale. It’s character and impact will be explored in 
further detail in the following chapter (Chapter 4). 
 
3.7 Spatial impact of spirituality maps 
 
The discussion and analysis of tree, mountain, and water within the city of Phnom Penh reveal that 
they continue to create spatial impacts of spirituality in the twenty-first century city of Phnom Penh 
that are both independent and connected. The extent of these impacts has been addressed 
separately but the extent of their related impact on the city (and by extension on each other) can 
also be evaluated in comparison to the region’s pre-colonial situation when only topographic 
wilderness covered the area and Phnom Penh was little more than a riverside hamlet. This condition 
can be discerned when each topographical element is individually mapped and then overlaid on 
each other (Not to scale but to an approximate fit). The earliest topographical map of the city of 
Phnom Penh is from 1863 (see Figure 3.51 yellow bordered detail) and drawn by the French 
colonisers (Igout 1993:34). It shows the city of Phnom Penh as an organic ribbon settlement 
following the western bank of the river Tonle Sap.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.51: 1922 and 1863 Phnom Penh Maps    Figure 3.52: Post 14th century pre-urban map 
Wat Phnom location shown in red (Igout 1993)    (speculative) (Drawing by author 2019) 
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Figure 3.53: 2015 Map to show the inner city     Figure 3.54: 2020 Topographic map (speculative)  
(Cambodia Daily 2015)        (Drawing by author 2019) 
 
The terrain is flat with the wild forest encroaching the settlement edges. There are no contours and 
Wat Phnom (which would have been the highest point in the region) is shown as a black smudge 
(see Figure 3.51 red highlight). When this map is overlaid on the earliest topographical map of the 
region from 1922 (Igout 1993:84) (see Figure 3.51), the original pre-urban topography can be 
redrawn to create a new sketch map to show the three topographical elements of tree (green), 
mountain (red), and water (blue) (see Figure 3.52). From a physical and visual perspective during the 
pre-colonial era (see Figure 3.52) the only height in the region was the artificial mountain of Wat 
Phnom (see Figure 3.52 red highlight and Figure 3.26). The rest of the terrain was covered in 
topographic elements of water or trees. Within the hybrid spirituality of the time the spatial 
spirituality created by topography would have been believed to be extensive throughout the area.  
 
Today the inner city urban layout (see Figure 3.53 detail from Figure 3.05) can also be redrawn to 
show the natural presence of the same three topographical elements of trees (green), and 
mountains (red), and water (blue) that are permanently present in 2020 (see Figure 3.54). Here only 
the river and a handful of small urban lakes remain. Trees are limited to the few city centre parks 
and lining the significant boulevard roadways. The artificial mountain of Wat Phnom remains, in 
addition to at least fourteen pagodas (abstracted mountains) identified within the inner city area. 
From the limited physical and visual perspective, the impact of spirituality created by topography 
within the twenty-first century city of Phnom Penh can be understood to have significantly 
decreased upon comparison with its pre-colonial condition (see Figure 3.54 and 3.52). 
In Chapter 2, the literature review presented the statistic that approximately 95% of Cambodians 
believed in Buddhism, which upon discussion was found to represent not just Buddhism but the 
prevailing hybrid spirituality. If that statistic is literally translated to the inner city urban area being 
redrawn, it can be assumed that 95% of all households will own the domestic topographical element 
of a representative tree, the spirit house (see Figure 3.11), to facilitate their belief system. 
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Figure 3.55: Topographic map including           Figure 3.56: Topographic map to show  
domestic spirit houses to 95% of city          spatial spiritual impact of significant trees  
(speculative) (Drawing by author 2019)      (speculative) (Drawing by author 2019)  
 
When this is mapped over 95% of the inner city area then the physical topographical impact of 
spirituality starts to expand (see Figure 3.55) and becomes similar to the pre-colonial map (see 
Figure 3.52). In addition, if a further layer representing the spatial impacts of spirituality is added to 
the topographical map - the area beyond the visual that is believed to be the reach of the guardian 
spirits of significant trees, the presence and influence of spirituality increases even more to unevenly 
cover the entire inner city area (see Figure 3.56). Rituals have also abstracted the topographical 
elements throughout the urban layout of the city temporarily transforming urban space at different 
times during each year. These have been specifically discussed relating to the pagoda forecourt 
within the temple complex during the Khmer New Year festival68.  
 
The physical space of the temple complex becomes an even more emphatic space of spirituality as 
people engage in the washing the Buddha and the sand mountain ritual. However, they are practised 
on a domestic scale by countless people; cumulatively this creates an impact on an urban scale if the 
assumed 95% of the households adhere to the belief in hybrid spirituality. These rituals have both a 
private and public character to them as they are practised. Publicly they are actioned in the pagoda 
forecourt but privately they impact the participant through preparation, travel to the pagoda, and 
return to household with a changed personal spirituality that is cleansed and more committed for 
the forthcoming year. The impact of this spiritual ritual therefore extends beyond the temple 
complex to the home/dwelling. 
 
 
                                                           
68 The festival of Pchum Bun has not been discussed in detail. It is not as topographically relevant as it deals 
with the hungry ghosts of ancestors in hell. However, its main location of activity is similar to that of the Khmer 
New Year festival: the temple complex. The Water Festival is different and has been referenced briefly in this 
chapter. Its relationship between spirituality and urban design is on an urban scale that will be analysed and 
drawn accordingly to determine its level of influence in Chapter 5.  
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Figure 3.57: Washing ritual                Figure 3.58: Sand mountain ritual  
(speculative) (Drawing by author 2019)           (speculative) (Drawing by author 2019)    
 
 
 
 
 
        
 
‘  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.59: Topographical map of the city of Phnom Penh 
(speculative) (Drawing by author 2019) 
 
In addition, people pay to have these rituals occur on the forecourts of their homes. The scale of 
these is represented by the patchy shades of colour for water and the washing ritual (blue) (see 
Figure 3.57) and for the sand mountain ritual (red) (see Figure 3.58) throughout the city.  
 
When these maps are overlaid over the topography of the inner city of Phnom Penh, it starts to look 
strikingly similar to the pre-colonial topographical condition irrespective of its twenty-first century 
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built environment (See Figure 3.52 and 3.59). The topographical elements of tree, mountain, and 
water continue to perpetuate hybrid spirituality over the area of the urban layout in both a visible 
and invisible way. In contrast to the predominantly visible way it was naturally present in the pre-
colonial plan (see Figure 3.52). 
 
3.8 Conclusion 
 

The earth is the LORD's, and everything in it, the world, and all who live in it. (Psalms 24:1) 
 
Topography helps perpetuate the historic hybrid spirituality of Cambodia through creating spatial 
impacts of spirituality that are both temporary (ritual) and permanent (physical presence); at both a 
domestic scale (spirit house and sand mountain) and urban scale (boulevard and pagoda). As the 
natural, hybrid and artificial topographical elements have largely been superseded by the built 
environment of the urban layout, these topographical expressions of spirituality have had to evolve 
and become abstracted to ensure the Khmer people can still interact with the spirits experientially. 
The three leading topographical elements under discussion evidence this continuity and 
transformation. An example of this is the tree, which in its natural state historically covered the pre-
urban location of the city of Phnom Penh (see figure 3.52). By the twenty-first century the pre-urban 
wild forest (home of the Animist spirits) was replaced by a multitude of abstracted trees: spirit 
houses (see figure 3.55). Spatial expressions of spirituality endured as each of these spirit houses 
continued to anchor local ritual practice through its form; a symbolic connection to the wild forest. 
The domestic scale of the spirit house, similar to that of a miniature tree, also facilitated this 
symbolic connectivity and ritual continuity. It had additional practical advantages, spatial spiritual 
practice could continue, even when personal outdoor space was limited to a balcony on an 
apartment in the urban layout. This continuity, abstraction and scale transformation is also 
demonstrated by the topographical elements of the mountain and water. Similar to the spirit house, 
the miniature sand mountains used in the Khmer New Year ritual, facilitate symbolic connectivity to 
the natural mountain, ritual continuity and perpetuate spirituality. Once urban lakes were infilled, 
the presence of water in the urban layout was abstracted and now frequently used in rituals at a 
domestic scale on the forecourt of the dwelling. These abstractions, scale transformations, and ritual 
continuity, illustrate some of the ways Khmer spirituality has evolved when disruptions occur and 
the natural state of the topographical elements changed. Both independently and together, 
topographical elements continue to create powerful spatial impacts of spirituality in the twenty-first 
century city of Phnom Penh: essential agents in the relationship between Khmer spirituality and 
urban design.  
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Chapter 4: Dwelling         
 

The nature of building is letting dwell. Building accomplishes its nature in the raising of 
locations by the joining of their spaces. Only if we are capable of dwelling, only then can we 
build. (Heidegger 2011:253) 
 
Architecture belongs to poetry, and its purpose is to help man to dwell. But architecture is a 
difficult art. To make practical towns and buildings is not enough. Architecture comes into 
being when a “total environment is made visible,” …this means to concretise the genius loci. 
(Norberg-Schultz quoted in Nesbitt 1996:426) 
 
The house was very much conceived of as a microcosm in which family members had their 
place and status, with minimum intrusion of outside elements. (Tainturier 2006:65) 
 
The house is a machine for living in. (Le Corbusier 1986:107) 

 
4.1 Introduction 
 
A dwelling, house or home is often considered a place of spatial spirituality which ‘…comprises 
broader ontological territories that transcend the common assignation of home to the secular’ 
(Barrie, Bermudez and Tabb 2017:105). This chapter will focus on the spatial impacts of spirituality of 
the home within Khmer vernacular architecture with specific emphasis on the building typology of 
the house from its rural historical origins until its twenty-first century expression in the city of 
Phnom Penh. The small domestic scale of the house is a core part of the large urban scale of the city. 
When houses are grouped together they are known as communities or neighbourhoods and when 
these are gathered together they constitute a large influential part of the city. Therefore, it is 
reasonable to suggest that spatial expressions of spirituality on the domestic scale of the house can 
be used as a measure of a city’s relationship with spirituality: the house becomes a spatial spiritual 
microcosm of the city itself (Tainturier 2006). Recent research suggests that housing is becoming 
increasingly secular in its design, construction and inhabitation with an overemphasis on the visual 
sense at the expense of the other unseen senses. However, despite this general trend, in the city of 
Phnom Penh there is still an enduring spatial spirituality. This can be observed through a study of the 
extant house typologies within the urban layout and the current ritualised use of space within the 
urban layout at a domestic scale. Drawings, photographs and diagrams created and gathered during 
several years of ethnographic participant observation of the city of Phnom Penh and data mined 
from the twenty semi-structured interviews help detail the character and extent of spirituality that 
continues to be spatially present at a domestic scale. In the first part of this chapter, two common 
and mutually dependent traditional Khmer house construction rituals will be introduced that have 
been perpetuated since the Angkor empire era and are still being practised today. Each will then be 
presented, analysed and discussed to determine how Khmer domestic vernacular architecture has 
endured and engaged with recent architectural trends that involve the lack of engagement with 
spirituality and a dominance of the visual sense (Rasmussen 1993, Pallasmaa 2012, Borch 2014 and 
Perez Gomez 2016).  
 
Once this historical and contextual investigation has been made the second part of the chapter will 
scrutinise domestic vernacular architecture within the city of Phnom Penh today. The ongoing 
presence, practice and impact of the traditional construction rituals related to housing will be 
observed initially through a brief analysis of the Khmer architect Vann Molyvann’s work on the ‘one 
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hundred houses’ project. Then each of the three leading house typologies common to the majority 
of twenty-first century construction projects within the city of Phnom Penh (Campbell 2008 and 
Jackson 2011) will be presented and considered to determine the character and extent of their 
spatial impact of spirituality in the urban layout on a domestic scale. In the final part of the chapter, 
the findings will be explored through a drawn analysis comprising of a number of sketch 
elevations/sections. This will help conclude whether current Khmer domestic vernacular architecture 
represents a spatial spiritual microcosm of the city of Phnom Penh, what its leading characteristics 
are, and if it can be used as an authentic measure for the city of Phnom Penh today. 
 
4.2 Two traditional Khmer construction rituals  
 

The ultimate difference between the house and the vihara [pagoda] was essentially 
cosmologic: while building a house mostly followed animistic rituals and aimed at providing 
an adequate shelter from existing or imagined threats for the present life, making a 
donation and/or being involved in the construction of the prayer hall represented the best 
way to ensure oneself an auspicious rebirth in the future life. (Taninturier 2006:26) 

 
Settlement creation and house construction within Khmer culture have designated ritual practices: 
specific and repeatable spatial spiritual behaviour that directly relates to the built environment. They 
are mutually dependent - neither normally exists without the other. The following overview of each 
ritual is not exhaustive but highlights a number of intentional cultural practices (Bell 1997:ix) that are 
still perpetuated today (Tainturier 2006:12-38, Coggan 2015:149). Tainturier’s book entitled The 
Wooden Architecture of Cambodia (2006) has been particularly insightful in elaborating both ritual 
descriptions. The typical settlement evolution ritual gave the Khmer people a method to deliberately 
intervene into the natural topography of the land in a physically and spiritually acceptable way. 
These methods have been, and continue to be, practised (probably) since the Angkor empire era. 
There is no exact source to specify this but it is evidenced in the way they have been ingrained in 
Khmer tradition, culture and practice that will be discussed below. Physically the Khmer people were 
able to create communities and neighbourhoods of housing that protected family and social life. 
Spiritually they were able to appease the Animistic territorial spirits that dwelt in the wild, avoiding 
any fatal repercussion in order to live in peaceful co-existence with the spiritual world (Appendix 7: 
Interviewee 14). Once the settlement came into being, zones for the monastic area and the 
residential area were established (see Figure 4.03), the house was then built following the 
construction ritual. This created a safe physical dwelling within the settlement that was also 
spiritually protected and blessed at the domestic scale of the individual and the family. Tainturier 
suggests in his quote above that time was one of the leading differences separating these zones; not 
just a spatial sacred secular divide. Both zones dealt with different paradigms of spirituality within 
Khmer culture underpinning the need for both rituals that were mutually dependent and practiced 
congruently. Each ritual has been described below with the aid of sketches and reference to 
significant texts.  
 
4.21 The typical traditional Khmer settlement evolution ritual 
 
Before Khmer settlements were developed, the topography of the land was wild, lawless and 
unknown. It was predominantly a gathering of many trees in a forest (see Figure 4.01). It was, and 
still is, believed to be the home of Animistic territorial spirits (Tainturier 2006:14, Edwards quoted in 
Hansen and Ledgerwood 2008:142). The forest was also a large supply of natural construction 
materials such as wood, leaves and thatch.  
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Figure 4.01: The forest              Figure 4.02: Land clearance  
(Drawing by author 2014)            (Drawing by author 2014) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.03: Site zoning                Figure 4.04: Site accommodation     
(Drawing by author 2014)            (Drawing by author 2014) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.05: Settlement birth             Figure 4.06: Settlement expansion 
(Drawing by author 2014)            (Drawing by author 2014) 
 
The headman of a community chose a site within the forest to establish a settlement. The territory 
was then marked and a clear edge boundary established (see Figure 4.02). A spirit house (see red 
detail Figure 4.02) was built next to the largest tree on the boundary to appease the displaced 
territorial spirits that lived in the trees that were cut down (Tainturier 2006:14). This gave them 
shelter and daily offerings were made to continually appease them (Ebihara 1968:176). The land was 
cleared and burned, the ground was levelled and timber was stacked to be used for construction.  
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The site was then split into two zones (see Figure 4.03). The smaller zone set apart for the temple 
complex and its monastic community and the larger zone for the residential community (Tainturier 
2006:15). Only after the site was set out would construction commence with the timber from the 
cleared forest. Another shrine for the displaced spirits was built near a large tree by the monastic 
zone boundary (see red detail Figure 4.04). Within this zone, there was accommodation for the 
vihara (pagoda), stupas (relic repository) and kuti (monastic residence). The most important building 
would be the vihara. Its boundary set out by nine sima stones (eight on the edge and one in the 
centre) (Sokol quoted in Tainturier 2006:38). Ebihara contends that the temple complex was 
important within the community as it had a number of roles which include the moral centre; the 
social centre; and the education centre for the settlement. Spatially it was set apart from the rest of 
the settlement (see Figure 4.03) and a low stone wall with several entrances would enclose it, acting 
as a symbolic and literal boundary between the sacred and secular worlds (Ebihara 1968:154).  
 
The rest of the settlement accommodation was constructed in the larger residential zone. This 
developed organically with no clear order. Each plot was set out by a boundary fence and posts. 
Pathways emerged around houses and a water source built. On each plot a spirit house (or 
scarecrow) was constructed on its boundary edge to appease the displaced spirit of that plot. Once 
the settlement was constructed, a cleansing ‘birth’ ceremony took place at the intersection of the 
cardinal points in the centre of the settlement (see Figure 4.05). This ritual was performed to ensure 
health, happiness and prosperity for the settlement (Thompson 2005:10). As the settlement 
expanded (see Figure 4.06), through time, new houses would be built and forest cleared to provide 
additional housing plots. This was not the result of any discernible master plan, rather it was more of 
an organic type of development.  
 
4.22 The traditional settlement, spirituality and the senses 
 
From its inception, the typical Khmer settlement evolution ritual places non visual and spiritual 
design parameters on a par with visual and physical ones. In the Khmer hybrid spirituality introduced 
in the previous chapter, the forest has always been believed to be the home of the Animistic spirits 
(Coedes 1968, Coggan 2015). This belief was further validated through interview responses 
(Appendix 7: Interviewee 11). Prior to any tree being cut down, propitiation was made to the 
spiritual realm (see Figure 4.02). This is still recognised as the appropriate tree felling methodology 
today (Appendix 7: Interviewee 14 and 17).  
 

The religious and ceremonial life of the village is better seen as a blend of elements not only 
from Buddhism but also from Hinduism and the traditional, indigenous folk religion 
[Animism] as well. (Ebihara 1968:153) 

 
Ebihara identifies eight different types of Animist territorial spirit that originally dwelt within the 
wilderness and forest which includes the guardian territorial spirits (Neak Tha); ghosts (Kmauit); and 
household spirits (Jumneang Phteah) (1968:175-178). This list is not exhaustive but it is indicative of 
the array of supernatural beings active within the spaces of a Khmer settlement. The festival of 
Pchum Bun is when most of the spirits are annually and ritualistically appeased. The guardian 
territorial spirits are believed to be the most common throughout the topographical landscape of 
the nation both rural and urban. This was corroborated in the interview responses related to 
questions regarding domestic spirituality: 40% of interviewees specifically referenced the Neak Tha 
as being relevant (see Appendix 5) to their spirituality. These are the most commonly referenced 
throughout this thesis and are considered harmless if properly appeased (offerings, spirit house 
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construction, incense etc…). They are thought to be able to bring good fortune too. Ghosts are not 
viewed so positively, they can take animal or human form and are thought to be spirits of dead 
people who have been murdered or committed suicide. Their death has been a rupture in their 
natural life cycle so they are doomed to roam. Interviewee 02 (Appendix 7) spoke of regular 
interaction with ghosts who physically pulled his legs whilst sleeping, eventually the pain would 
wake him up1. The household spirits are the only type of spirit who are wholly benevolent as they 
watch over people’s dwellings (Coggan 2015:80). Their goal is to see people happy. Their character 
and role will be elaborated further in relation to the Khmer house construction ritual.    

This awareness, respect and belief in spirituality has been fundamental to the history of Khmer 
settlement evolution. It is not an added extra because for the Khmer people spirituality precedes 
habitation: humans are occupying, ordering, building and then dwelling in the wild topography that 
was originally inhabited by the spirits (see Figure 4.01). Arguably the Khmer settlement evolution 
gathers topography, sky, Animist spirits and man in a manner similar to Heidegger’s gathering of the 
fourfold: earth, sky, divinities and mortals (2011:243-255). The Khmer settlement ritual practices this 
as it does not intentionally eliminate or subjugate the surrounding topography or spirit realm but 
proceeds to build a community within it through appropriate appeasement prior to constructing 
houses and dwellings where this notion of gathered fourfold, which is allowed for by the hybrid 
spirituality of the Khmer context, can endure. The settlement can be seen to gather to itself earth 
(through its use of natural materials, dependence on them and location), sky (through its orientation 
and dependence on the sun, moon and winds), divinities (through its Animist traditions of appeasing 
the territorial spirits) and mortals (through its building of dwellings within which to live). This 
gathering creates a place, similar to the way Heidegger’s bridge also creates a place by gathering the 
fourfold together in a space in time (Heidegger 2011:249).  
 

Every situation is local as well as general…In general, nature forms an extended 
comprehensive totality, a “place,” which according to local circumstance has a particular 
identity. This identity, or “spirit,” may be described by means of the kind of concrete, 
“qualitative” terms Heidegger uses to characterise earth and sky, and has to take this 
fundamental distinction as its point of departure. (Norberg-Schultz quoted in Nesbitt 
1996:417)  

 
From its inception the Khmer settlement becomes a place (see Figure 4.06). The primary transition 
from land as raw topography or forest (see Figure 4.01) to its initial ordering by human agency (see 
Figure 4.02) is a spatial spiritual transaction. Initially commenced through propitiation and the 
building of spirit houses (see Figure 4.02 and 4.04) until eventually sealed through the birth 
ceremony (see Figure 4.05). This settlement evolution ritual evidences a phenomenological 
approach wherein Khmer domestic vernacular ‘…architecture must be resonant, ‘empathetic’ for us 
to attain a spiritual wholeness’ (Perez Gomez 2016:229). The Khmer settlement becomes resonant 
as a, genius loci, it’s spirit of place has always been present (Perez Gomez 2016:216-17) but it is only 
understood through architecture to materially presence its character (both physical and spiritual) in 
space over time. Though there is no textual evidence, this typical Khmer settlement evolution ritual 
has probably been a method for creating spatial impacts of spirituality since before the Angkor 
empire era. It is an important ritual that powerfully perpetuates the prevalent hybrid spirituality 
through its domestic vernacular architecture.  

                                                           
1 This same person proceeded to say they were more afraid of thieves who steal, than ghosts, because thieves 
are real people. 
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Each of the five senses is also considered through the settlement evolution ritual, particularly in 
relation to the way the natural environment is treated. All the site’s natural resources are re-
configured in developing the settlement and each of the five senses retains its value and vibrancy. 
The visual sense does not dominate: touch, smell, taste and hearing are each accounted for and 
integrated into the settlement’s built form and its spatial layout. The three leading topographical 
elements of tree, mountain, and water discussed in the previous chapter are also conspicuously 
present in the evolving settlement. The detail of how these are engaged with the senses will be 
expanded in the analysis of the typical house construction ritual below.  
 
4.23 The typical traditional Khmer house construction ritual  
 
Once the settlement layout was set out (see Figure 4.03), each plot was demarcated with fence 
posts and markers at each corner. A spirit house was constructed on each plot boundary to appease 
the displaced territorial spirits. The horizontal boundary edge of each plot was established and 
protected (see Figure 4.07 colour 01). Good quality timber was selected from the forest to construct 
the house (see Figure 4.07 colour 02), free from knots (sources of bad luck), and sawn into planks in 
the dry season. The structural columns positioned in the same direction that the tree grew to 
symbolise vitality. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.07: Typical traditional timber Khmer house (phteah kantaing) with a numbered and coloured 
legend along the bottom edge (Drawing by author 2014). 
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The day of construction was selected (see Figure 4.07 colour 03), dependent on a number of factors 
that included: solar and lunar cycles and the homeowners’ birth dates. It was an auspicious day that 
would guarantee the future prosperity of the site. The house was then orientated and positioned on 
the site in order to respect the ancestors, the spirits, and if possible follow the direction of time from 
east to west (see Figure 4.07 colour 04). The edges and centre of the plot were considered spaces of 
bad luck. The foundation ceremony was undertaken on the evening before the day of construction 
or early in the morning of the day itself and formal permission asked of the spiritual masters of 
water and the earth to occupy the plot. Ancestors and local displaced territorial spirits, including the 
Neak Tha, were asked to bless the house and grant it future prosperity. Rice was placed on the 
column foundations (see Figure 4.07 colour 05) and at each of the eight cardinal direction points. 
The carpenter constructed an altar to Pisnoker, the Hindu god of construction (Coggan 2015:21), and 
other spirits in the north east corner of the plot (see Figure 4.07 colour 06), to intercede for help, 
protection and success in constructing the house.  
 
On the day of construction, the main structure was raised in a single day. The two main parts were 
made of timber: the central column and the ridge beam (see Figure 4.07 colour 07). Both hosted the 
spirits of the male ancestor and the female guardian spirit (Jumneang Phteah) of the house 
(Appendix 7: Interviewee 18 and 19). The central column acted as a shield against evil spirits and 
from the ridge beam/pole was hung a yantra, a piece of cloth inscribed with spiritual text that 
protected against evil in eight directions (Appendix 7: Interviewee 08, 15 and 16). Once these main 
parts were erected in place, the house was considered to be physically and spiritually consecrated 
and protected against evil spirits. A banana tree seedling would have been hung from the ridge 
beam during construction. Once construction was complete, the seedling was planted in the north 
east corner of the plot and its growing health reflected the prosperity of the family in residence 
(Tainturier 2006: 16). The vertical domestic boundary was protected. To defend the entrance from 
evil spirits, offerings were made on either side of the door and at the top of the stairs (see Figure 
4.07 colour 08). In addition, an odd number of stairs was built, as allegedly evil spirits can only count 
even numbers. The settlement community was then invited to see the new house and recognise its 
existence (see Figure 4.07 colour 09) prior to inhabitation. A procession circulated the house three 
times and the people held lucky objects (money, cooking pots etc.) to ensure prosperity. Blessed 
water was sprinkled on the stairs to grant entry permission. The female homeowner entered first 
and then the rest of the procession according to social rank. Prayers and blessings were made within 
the house in front of the local community. Cotton thread was tied around the homeowner’s wrists 
and the central column (Thompson 2005:11), then blessed water sprinkled and the house became a 
home. Ongoing protection2 against evil spirits was ensured by adding further magical diagrams to 
the yantra; drawing a skull and cross bones on the fence; constructing a scarecrow on the boundary 
line; and continued regular offerings to the spirits. 
 
4.24 The traditional house, spirituality and the senses 
 
This overview shows that the traditional Khmer wooden house was, and continues to be, a spatial 
impact of spirituality on a domestic scale that can be read as a microcosm of the settlement (and by 
extension the urban layout). Along the horizontal axis, the terrain the house was built on was 
protected against evil spirits through the construction of a spirit house, a boundary fence, and the 

                                                           
2 If misfortune occurred to the homeowner, then it was perceived that the house building ritual was not 
correctly done and the house blamed and considered unlucky. Sometimes it would have been demolished and 
a more ‘orthodox’ one constructed. The old wood was never reused.  
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drawing of symbols. The earth was consecrated in preparation to receive the forthcoming dwelling 
in the foundation ceremony, and additionally, topographical elements (such as timber and thatch) 
from the site were reused in the house construction. On the vertical axis, the house was also 
consecrated and protected below the ground (foundation ceremony); on the ground (possessed 
structural columns); and above the ground (possessed roof beam/ridge pole). The house was also 
spiritually consecrated in the third dimension of width (or humanity) through its possessed 
physicality and completion rituals that embodied it with consecrated residents. The physical house 
was spiritually protected in three dimensions through the typical house construction ritual. If done 
correctly, it was believed that the new homeowners’ had the best chance of good fortune in this 
present life3. Domestic architecture was created that completely integrated spirituality into its 
physical materiality and enclosed spaces. It is an example of the ‘profound architecture’ that 
Pallasmaa (2012:13) called for in reaction to the mid-late twentieth century trend of treating 
spirituality as purely superficial decoration.  
 
Each of the five senses was treated with respect throughout the ritual and had a balanced place 
within the completed house. Touch was present through the use of natural resources to construct 
buildings. An example of this was the timber, in a variety of finish, used for columns, steps, floor 
boards and cladding. Additionally, the homeowners physically participated in the ritual, symbolically 
part of the foundation ceremony, the ridge beam raising and entering the home. Taste was also 
present through the use of edible food items for the various offerings made to appease the spirits. 
These included bananas, rice cakes and fizzy drinks. Ongoing appeasement would perpetuate this 
sense throughout the house’s life cycle in addition to the resident’s dependence on a water supply, a 
lake or pool constructed nearby or even on the plot. Smell was perpetuated through the nearby 
natural environment and the keeping of livestock and animals beneath each dwelling: co-existing 
with nature. Likewise, hearing was perpetuated through the proximity to the natural forest and the 
emerging community. The porous cladding and construction materials provided little acoustic 
insulation. All of life could be heard if one listened closely enough. The visual sense was just one of 
the senses rather than the dominant one. House decoration was plain as superficial ornamentation 
of embellishment were not part of the tradition (colour, painting and decoration were reserved for 
the walls of the vihara). This balance and value of the five senses created a domestic architectural 
tradition that emphasised the respect of proportions. Beautiful houses were the ones which 
demonstrated this respect of proportions, the only way to attain perfection (Tainturier 2006:32).  
 
This domestic vernacular architectural tradition was not written down rather it was experienced and 
continually transmitted, through the senses described above, down generations. Few (if any) 
drawings would have been used4. Due to the integrated spirituality of this ritualised process, these 
traditions would have been passed down within the temple and the monastic zone (see Figure 4.03). 
This expanded the temple’s role as an education centre (Ebihara 1968:170, Tainturier 2006:60). Here 
traditions would have endured through training where ‘…a preliminary apprenticeship encompassing 
various techniques of craftsmanship was provided while Buddhist teachings instructed the 
apprentice in elements of the doctrine’ (Chhim Pet quoted in Tainturier 2006:60). There were 
various roles within the construction team for a traditional timber house which evidence this 
integration of spirituality within Khmer domestic vernacular architecture. 

                                                           
3 Interviewee 08 (Appendix 7) commented that when people want to move their wooden house from one 
location to another they pray to the domestic guardian spirits and invite them to move with them. The house 
is then dismantled and moved to the new location and rebuilt using the existing materials. 
4 This is likely to be why there is a lack of texts to reference regarding historical practice of these rituals. 
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Figure 4.08: Phteah rong doeung (SVA 2008: 6, Tainturier 2006:80) 
 
The local wise man and guru were the first experts consulted by the client to help determine the 
most auspicious site to ensure both local planning laws and territorial spirits were appeased. A 
master carpenter was then employed to oversee the design, material selection and construction of 
the house. He appointed the team of builders and craftsmen to help build the house. An achar (holy 
layman) was then engaged to preside and conduct the various rituals with the assistance of monks at 
various points of the construction (foundation ceremony, ridge pole ceremony etc…). Finally, an hora 
(fortune teller) was approached to advise on the house’s future and the best day to move in. Of 
these roles, traditionally all were male other than the hora which could be female or a male.  
 
These roles within the traditional Khmer construction process reveal the need for orthodoxy within 
Khmer domestic vernacular architecture. This process would have been repeated to enable the 
recurring use of building techniques over the centuries. A type of canonical tradition emerged that 
incorporated (and perpetuated) a number of acceptable house types. Prak Vireak identifies five of 
the most common house typologies that were built and still in use today (Tainturier 2006:76-84). 
These were phteah kantaing (see Figure 4.07), phteah pet, phteah rong doeung (see Figure 4.08), 
phteah rong daol and phteah keung. The typology to be constructed on each plot would depend on 
socio-economic factors of the future homeowner and included issues such as ethnicity, local 
traditions within the area, wealth and social standing5. Phteah rong doeung (see Figure 4.08) and 
phteah keung were the favoured typologies for displaying wealth and social standing due to their 
scale, potentially large footprint and sheltered space. The phteah kantaing and phteah pet were 
smaller scale and more affordable and often dominated domestic architecture construction within 
settlement communities (Vireak quoted in Tainturier 2006:86). In the absence of much variation 
within the typologies, opportunities to display wealth were limited6 but were still evident through 
the quality of materials (roof tiles rather than thatch or more recently wrinkly tin) (see Figure 4.11 
and 4.12 for comparison) or ornate carving to the roof finials (see Figure 4.10).  

                                                           
5These remained similar to the issues that determined housing typology during the Angkor empire era (see 
Figure 4.09), where ‘…the official rank of each person determines the size of the houses (Chou Ta-Kuan 
2001:23).   
6 A dilemma that has been present since the Angkor empire era (Chou Ta-Kuan 2001:24).  
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Figure 4.09: 12th century housing bas relief      Figure 4.10: Decorative roof finials on 2007  
From Angkor Wat (Photo by author 2014)        phteah kantaing (Photo by author 2014) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.11: Phteah kantaing built with          Figure 4.12: Phteah kantaing built with  
cheap materials (Photo by author 2014)          expensive materials (Photo by author 2014) 
 

Our technological culture has ordered and separated the senses, even more distinctly. Vision 
and hearing are now the privileged social senses, whereas the other three are considered as 
archaic sensory remnants with a merely private function. (Pallasmaa 2012:18) 

 
The traditional typical Khmer house construction ritual valued each of the senses through its balance 
and proportion. Together, its ritualistic construction methodology and materiality, created a 
powerful spatial impact of spirituality at a domestic scale. Time and technology have impacted it 
significantly and potentially disrupted its spiritual influence and sensual balance. In the twenty-first 
century city of Phnom Penh, wood is becoming an increasingly rare construction material due to 
high cost and limited availability. The rapid change in technology has seen materials such as 
concrete, steel and glass become increasingly affordable and structurally efficient in construction. 
They dominate the urban layout yet none of these feature in the traditional Khmer house 
construction. The temple complex is no longer the vocational training centre for domestic vernacular 
architecture, this role (via the impact of European methods and influence through the French 
Colonial era) has today been substantially relinquished to universities and construction companies. 
The emphasis in the monastic zone is now on Buddhist spiritual teachings and ‘…traditional arts and 
crafts, once taught or at least experimented with…are no longer a priority’ (Chhim Pet quoted in 
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Tainturier 2006:60). The experienced tradition7 of Khmer domestic architecture has also been 
eroded through this transition. There is the possibility for Khmer domestic vernacular architecture to 
increasingly isolate itself from human existence in the twenty-first century if it fails to continually 
conflate both the sensual and spiritual part of what constitutes being human as it once did. 
 

Architecture is our primary instrument in relating us with space and time, and giving these 
dimensions a human measure. It domesticates limitless space and endless time to be 
tolerated, inhabited and understood by humankind. As a consequence of this 
interdependence of space and time, the dialectics of external and internal space, physical 
and spiritual, material and mental, unconscious and conscious priorities concerning the 
senses as well as their relative roles and interactions, have an essential impact on the nature 
of the arts and architecture. (Pallasmaa 2012:19) 

 
This dilemma of sensual imbalance and a decline of integrated spirituality can be seen to be present 
in domestic vernacular architecture throughout the world (Barrie 1996, Borch 2014, and Perez 
Gomez 2016). History8 has continuously affirmed the presence and balance of all five of the senses in 
domestic vernacular architecture (Perez Gomez 2016:143-6, Lefebvre quoted in Leach 1997:38) to 
fully experience the built environment because they prompt each other. ‘Vision needs the help of 
touch, which provides sensations of solidity, resistance, and protrusion; sight detached from touch 
could not have any idea of distance, outness, or profundity, nor consequently of space or body’ 
(Pallasmaa 2012:45). A designed balance9 that includes spirituality is important so that housing and 
dwelling can be restored to ‘…the mediation between the world and ourselves, history, present and 
future, human institutions and individuals, and between the material and the spiritual’ (Pallasmaa 
2012:108). The traditional Khmer settlement and house typologies historically evidenced this 
through their complimentary construction rituals but as has been observed above, time and 
technology have the potential to impact Khmer domestic vernacular architecture permanently. 
However, the proceeding exploration into the extant house typologies of the twenty-first century in 
the city of Phnom Penh will show that despite these pressures there is still a continuity within Khmer 
domestic architecture to create spatial impacts of spirituality. 
 
4.3 The traditional house and Vann Molyvann  
 
The power of the traditional settlement evolution ritual and the house construction ritual to create 
the spatial spiritual microcosm of the traditional timber Khmer house is compelling. But to what 
extent have these rituals and house typologies been able to endure within the evolving city of 
Phnom Penh, where a different twenty-first century context, scale, technology and culture are 
present? Should they endure and if so should they remain the same or evolve, or should they be left 
to fade away? 
 

                                                           
7 ‘The shift from oral to written speech was essentially a shift from sound to visual space’ (Walter J Ong quoted 
in Pallasmaa 2012:27).   
8 ‘The Renaissance system of the senses was related to the image of the cosmic body; vision was correlated to 
fire and light, hearing to air, smell to vapour, taste to water, and touch to earth’ (Pallasmaa 2012:18). 
9 This was poetically evidenced in Jun’ichiro Tanizaki’s description of uncovering a bowl of soup: ‘What lies 
within the darkness one cannot distinguish but the palm senses the gentle movements of the liquid, vapour 
rises from within forming droplets on the rim and a fragrance carried upon the vapour brings a delicate 
anticipation. A moment of mystery, it might almost be called, a moment of trance’ (Tanizaki quoted in 
Pallasmaa 2012:64).  
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Figure 4.13: Masterplan (Grant Ross    Figure 4.14: Typical ‘100’ House (Photo by author 2014) 
and Collins 2005:142)  
 
These were some of the issues that Khmer architects started to grapple with in the mid twentieth 
century, particularly during the first era of independence10. This was the situation that faced the 
leading Khmer architect of the twentieth century, Vann Molyvann. He had been educated in the city 
of Paris where he attended ‘…conferences held by Le Corbusier and the Modern Movement that did 
not leave him indifferent’ (Grant Ross and Collins 2005:202). Upon his return to the city of Phnom 
Penh in 1956, his biggest influences were Gerald Hanning and Vladimir Bodiansky, two foreign 
consultants working for the UN who had been associates of Le Corbusier in Europe. In Cambodia, he 
recognised the changing times and the growing impact of technological advance, capitalism, 
modernism and urbanisation. However, he also placed great value on history and the Khmer wooden 
house heritage.  
 
The National Bank of Cambodia commissioned Vann Molyvann to build affordable residences for its 
staff on a 6.5 hectare site on the city edge (see Figure 4.13 and 4.15 location B). Here he took the 
opportunity to design and construct 100 houses between 1960-1965 (Grant Ross and Collins 
2006:171). These enjoyed numerous similarities to traditional housing typologies (see Figure 4.14). 
The leading topographical elements of tree and water were directly integrated within each plot as 
well as being utilised as construction materials. Each house was built on stilts and allowed air flow 
and sensual engagement with the natural environment. They were surrounded by vegetation, ponds 
and gardens, and allowed animals to be kept underneath them. They had a pitched roof profile and 
were built in part of timber (flooring to the living space). Vann Molyvann introduced modern 
technology in materiality (reinforced concrete columns) and facilities (running water and in house 
toilets) all at a low cost. The spatial spiritual relationship was retained as the settlement and 
construction rituals could still be completely followed. Despite the introduction of reinforced 
concrete, which diluted the direct tree/timber/spirit relationship of the settlement evolution (see 
Figure 4.02), the proportion and form of the traditional timber house typology was retained and the 
house was still spatially and spiritually legible. However, this innovative project did not influence the 
evolving domestic architecture of the urban layout as Vann Molyvann would have liked. The leading 
problem was related to expense. By using only 12% of the plot (and by extension the entire 6.5 
hectare site) this type of housing was not seen as a profitable method of urbanisation when land 
values were high.  

                                                           
10 Analogous problems such as these prompted the critical regionalism movement in Europe during the 
twentieth century, advocated by Kenneth Frampton, that attempted to restore and revive place and identity 
within vernacular architecture. 
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A predominantly rural house typology did not fit easily into the evolving urban layout of the city. 
Despite the project’s low construction cost it did not allow for easy expansion or significant profit. 
The result was that the 101st house was never built but it did inspire an increased use of the modern 
material: reinforced concrete.  
 
Although unsuccessful in prompting repeatable commissions in the city of Phnom Penh for this 
update on the traditional house typology, this project was successful in its methodology. Vann 
Molyvann was able to retain the balance of the senses and the engagement with spirituality through 
the construction process and the final product. The respect of traditional proportions was 
maintained despite a changed context, technology and culture. The new materiality of concrete was 
easily segued into the construction. Vann Molyvann proved that new technology could be 
incorporated into traditional praxis. For example, it could be possessed by the ancestor spirits and 
guardian spirits even though it did not retain the material connection with the wild forest that the 
timber of traditional Khmer construction did. Although it did dilute some of the traditional cultural 
and spiritual impact its increasingly affordable cost allowed its accommodation into domestic 
housing construction from the mid twentieth century. More creative thinking was still necessary to 
resolve the critical and accelerating impacts of capitalism and urbanisation in the city of Phnom Penh 
where space was at a premium. The extent of this will now be explored in the three leading house 
typologies present in the twenty-first century city of Phnom Penh. 
 
 
        A 
 
 
 
 
 
  B 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.15: 2015 map of the city of Phnom Penh (Cambodia Daily 2015) 
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4.4 Typology one: the shophouse  
 

These buildings were originally built on narrow and long plots and grouped as urban blocks 
in Chinese districts…a representative typology of urban housing developed by Chinese 
merchants and immigrants who moved to colonial cities and built their dwellings as a 
grouped community. (Yam 2016:13) 
 

Vann Molyvann’s attempt to develop a modern housing typology paved the way for the most 
common late twentieth/early twenty-first century interpretation of Khmer housing in the city of 
Phnom Penh, the urban townhouse called the shophouse (phteah laveng). This had a different 
morphology to the traditional timber house types. It was a terraced unit; the ground floor was 
enclosed, not open; and its height could extend above the first floor. The shophouse evolved from 
the late nineteenth century colonial era. It is a vernacular architectural building typology that 
characterises many historical urban layouts of Southeast Asia and southern China. There is a long 
history of Chinese presence in Cambodia11 and in the early twentieth century, during the French 
protectorate era, they were granted their own quarter of the city of Phnom Penh by the French 
colonial urban planners, surrounding the future site of the Central Market. Here they constructed 
shophouse residences (Edwards 2007:48). Typically, these were two or three stories high with 
mercantile activity on the ground floor and a residence above (see Figure 4.16), similar to the 
European townhouse typology. Its design favoured the gridiron type of urban layout where plots 
were long and thin (12mx4m see Figure 4.19). Throughout the development of the urban layout of 
the city of Phnom Penh, this typology evolved due to technological advancement, cultural change, 
increased capitalism, urban population growth, rising land prices and rising rental prices. In contrast 
to the 100 house project, the shophouse footprint was extremely efficient as it shared a masonry 
wall with the houses on both sides that allowed for an increased density to urban development as 
each storey could become an apartment (see Figure 4.17).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.16: Typical 1930-50’s shophouses                    Figure 4.17: Typical twenty-first century  
in the Chinese quarter (Photo by author 2008) ‘apartment type shophouses’ (Photo by 

author 2008)  
 
 
                                                           
11 Evidence of this is Chou Ta-Kuan, the Chinese ambassador to the city of Angkor in the thirteenth century. 
From then, Chinese expats were known to be present, particularly in urban areas related to trade throughout 
Cambodia’s history (Chandler 2008: 293). They would have imported their own spiritualities (most notably 
Confucianism, Buddhism and ancestor worship) that would have been accommodated within the hybrid 
spirituality of Khmer culture. They are believed to account for approximately 1% of the population today. 
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According to Yam, ‘…as a result of this evolution, a new form of shophouse called the ‘apartment 
type shophouse’ (see Figure 4.17) which cannot be found in Southeast Asian cities, was developed 
and settled as a popular dwelling type in Phnom Penh’ (2016:14). The following exploration of the 
shophouse12 will describe a typical twenty-first century shophouse and analyse its spatial spiritual 
agency within current Khmer domestic architecture.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.18: Blue Detail of Figure 4.15     Figure 4.19: Detail from Figure 4.18 to show location  
To show Toul Kork district location  of 14 shophouses (Drawing by author 2014) 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
       A                  A    
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.20: Typical shophouse ground plan to show multi-function space in grey with 6 varied uses 
suggested above (Drawing by author 2014). 
 
 

                                                           
12 This is based in part on the shophouse where I lived in for four years between 2008-2012. 
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Figure 4.21: Typical shophouses                             Figure 4.22: Shophouse development       
(Photo by author 2014)                                          (Phnom Penh Post 2017) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.23: Ritual for residential project          Figure 4.24: Ritual for construction project 
(Borey Vimean). Client central and achar         (Photo by author 2014) 
on right hand side (Khmer Times 2015) 
 
The settlement evolution ritual for the city of Phnom Penh would have already been undertaken. It 
had been a settlement at least since the fourteenth century when Lady Penh discovered the spiritual 
relics and constructed Wat Phnom. As the city incrementally expanded, further propitiation to the 
territorial spirits would have been made, particularly for green field sites (spaces where no prior 
construction had been made on the lands’ natural topography). Shophouses were then constructed 
on both green field and brown field (spaces where there has been prior construction) sites. The site 
would be cleared but it would not be necessary to demarcate a sacred zone as these had already 
been established throughout the city of Phnom Penh where over fourteen temple complexes have 
been constructed. Additionally, in urban located projects, none of the site’s natural resources would 
be utilised but a spirit house would be erected to house the spirits who (once more) were being 
displaced. In contrast to the settlement evolution ritual, there would be a site plan guiding 
construction and development.  
 
Urban land was then quickly developed 13 (see Figure 4.18 and 4.19) through the construction of 
repeat terraced shophouse units (see Figure 4.22). These were easy and cheap to build with modern 
materials, such as reinforced concrete as the longest span was only four metres in distance. The 

                                                           
13 The speed of construction was resonant with that of traditional timber house construction and may have 
been an additional reason that increased its popularity within the urban layout.  
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shophouse could be built up to six stories high (see Figure 4.17) and was flexible enough to allow for 
single family occupancy to multiple occupancy. Its form also allowed for multi-functions such as 
retail, office, storage, leisure, restaurant, parking etc… (see Figure 4.20 and 4.21). The dominant 
materials of reinforced concrete and minimal glazing to the front and the rear (see Figure 4.21) 
allowed for easy expansion and repair. This cheap flexibility escalated the popularity of the 
shophouse typology throughout the city of Phnom Penh in the mid-late twentieth century as it 
engaged well with developing technology; enabled capitalism to flourish; and allowed for swelling 
population through its flexibility and affordable rents. Physically and economically the shophouse 
typology worked far more effectively than Vann Molyvann’s 100 house project within the evolving 
urban layout of the city of Phnom Penh. The challenge for this typology was how well it could 
integrate the strong domestic Khmer tradition of housing as a spatial spiritual microcosm. 
 
Once the site was cleared the typical Khmer foundation ceremony ritual would be followed, directed 
by an achar (see Figure 4.23 and 4.24). Incense, food and drink would be offered to the territorial 
animist spirits: both the senses and spirits respected. This ritual is significant as it spiritually 
appropriates the already physically appropriated (Yam 2016:14) regional shophouse typology to 
create spatial spirituality in the Khmer tradition through its construction. Orientation on the site 
would not be taken into consideration as economic issues took priority in a building culture of lax 
regulations (ie. How many units can be fitted on the site, see Figure 4.19). The role of the wise man 
has today often been taken over in urban projects by an architect or building contractor as they 
navigate the relevant building codes and cultural design constraints. The extent of the role of guru14 
would be subject to the client’s level of belief.  
 
 
 
        
        A 
 
 
 
 
 
            B 
 
 
 
               C      
     D 
          E     F   
 
 
Figure 4.25: Long Section AA from Figure 4.20 through a typical shophouse to show locations of 
shrines and spirit houses A-F (Drawing by author 2014). 
 

                                                           
14 One of the interviews conducted was with a locally recognised guru. He shared a little of his experience and 
status. He believed that he is possessed by a spirit who he must daily appease through acceptable behaviour 
and worship (Appendix 7: Interviewee 17). 
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Figure 4.26: Yantra   Figure 4.27: Doorway offering to the left and Figure 4.28: Internal shrine  
(Photo by author 2014)   spirit house to right (Photo by author 2014)   (Photo by author 2015) 
 
An achar15 was engaged to conduct the foundation ceremony ritual that would be attended by the 
whole design and construction team (see Figure 4.24). Rather than a master carpenter, a building 
contractor and/or an architect (with associated construction engineers) would design and build the 
house. In a continuation of the main column and ridge beam/pole rituals, once the main reinforced 
concrete structure was in place both male ancestral spirits and the female guardian spirit (Jumneang 
Phteah16) were invited into the building structure to bless it for perpetuity (Appendix 7: Interviewee 
01,04 and 18). The yantra that was inscribed with spiritual symbols for protection was hung in the 
top of the stairwell (see Figure 4.25 location A and Figure 4.26). Offerings were placed at the side of 
the property entrance (see Figure 4.25 location C and Figure 4.27) and a spirit house17 was sited at 
the edge of the property at the perceived property boundary line (see Figure 4.25 location E and 
Figure 4.27).  
 
Upon completion, a ceremony was undertaken to celebrate the house’s existence and to pray to the 
spirits for good fortune. Once more it was subject to the client’s belief whether an hora (fortune 
teller) is appointed. Growing concern has been expressed regarding the practice of the house 
construction ritual in the city of Phnom Penh where ‘…the growing urban population in Cambodia is 
de facto contributing to the fading of these traditional arts and crafts…while in cities people still 
have recourse to hora, achar or guru, rituals have more to do with the pretence of art than art itself’ 
(Chhim Pet quoted in Tainturier 2006:60). Despite this, the house construction ritual is still practised 
extensively though not in the completely orthodox way of tradition, revealing a continued 
commitment to appease the spirits and create spatial impacts of spirituality at a domestic scale.  
 

                                                           
15 Achars are experts in all kinds of rituals not just construction ones. They will also conduct funerals and 
weddings. Today the Khmer government is intentional about training both men and women for this role 
(Coggan 2015:71). In the interview responses related to domestic spirituality, 15% specifically reference this 
role as being relevant (see Appendix 5). 
16 In the interview responses related to questions regarding domestic spirituality, 40% specifically reference 
the Jumneag Phteah as relevant (see Appendix 5). 
17 Today a number of spirits are thought to dwell in spirit houses. They include the displaced spirit of the land 
as well as the tevoda (angel) from the Hindu pantheon (Coggan 2015:77). All residents of the spirit house need 
to be regularly appeased; particularly at significant rituals throughout the year. During the three day Khmer 
New Year ritual, the angel of the year arrives (one of the seven daughters of the deity Kbal Mohaprom) and is 
welcomed into the spirit house. Many offerings are made, they overflow the spirit house ledge and spill onto a 
table full of food including bananas and fizzy drinks. 
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Figure 4.29: Multiple occupancy Shophouse      Figure 4.30: Yellow detail from Figure 4.29 to 
(Photo by author 2016)             show spirit house on balcony 
 
Once the shophouse construction was complete, people were often scared to dwell in the upper 
floors as that is where it was believed that the spirits dwelt (Appendix 7: Interview 02). Most of daily 
life was conducted on the ground floor or outside the front door. Ongoing protection18 was 
maintained by a number of internal (and regularly maintained) shrines: one facing the door19 (see 
Figure 4.25 location F and Figure 4.28); an ancestor shelf usually about two metres from the floor 
(see Figure 4.25 location D); voluntary subsidiary shrines throughout the rest of the house; and a 
regularly updated yantra (see Figure 4.26). In addition, the household’s annual participation in 
national festivals and their associated rituals at both an urban and domestic scale would increase 
protection and good fortune. If the shophouse was of multiple occupancy often an additional spirit 
house was present at the edge of each of the resident’s legal boundaries on their balconies (see 
Figure 4.25 location B and Figure 4.29 and 4.30). To counteract the differing levels or types of beliefs 
adhered to by neighbouring residents. In this way the horizontal and vertical spaces of the 
shophouse became spiritually appropriated, as well as the hard edge (the ‘possessed’ structure and 
the blessed foundation), through the traditional Khmer construction ritual to continue the tradition 
of Khmer domestic architecture in the city of Phnom Penh.  
 
The shophouse typology allows a measure of spatial spiritual appropriation and is also 
technologically modern, economic, quick to construct and easy to replicate. Khmer people feel 
reasonably comfortable in this affordable housing typology. The typology’s construction ritual and 
ongoing spiritual character is commonly understood and considered safe to inhabit as it is spiritually 
protected through rituals and allowed shrine locations within and around it. The five senses are 
taken into account within its design and construction to a certain extent but an imbalance is still 
evidenced as none of the leading topographical elements have been materially integrated in the 
construction. However, where spirit houses are present these evoke connections to the tree and by 
extension the pagoda and the mountain. Touch has been addressed in the highly dense construction 
of a long terrace of shophouses (see Figure 4.22) which would feel cool to reside in despite the 
tropical sun, as minimal surface area is exposed. Though, unlike the traditional house construction 
ritual, it is the owner not necessarily the resident who will partake of the construction ritual (see 
Figure 4.23). Sound, taste and smell have not been extensively considered as nature is so 
conspicuously absent in the shophouse development. It is the visual sense that starts to be over 

                                                           
18 Daily prayers and offerings are necessary by the homeowners to appease the local territorial spirits.  
19 This is for the Jumneang Ptheah, the wholly benevolent spirit who protects the dwelling from all enemies: 
supernatural and human (Coggan 2015:80). 
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emphasised through a distinctive colour palette, repeated forms and an over reliance on technology 
and efficiency. The process to continue presencing the genius loci has been followed but the end 
result is significantly diluted in comparison to both the traditional wooden house or even the 
solution proposed by Vann Molyvann. It is the absence of nature (and its integration) that was once 
so prevalent throughout traditional Khmer domestic vernacular architecture that is most keenly felt. 
There is no direct reference to nature within the shophouse materiality or use of finishes where 
concrete, tiling and glazing dominate. This absence of nature, lack of natural materials and minimal 
site orientation dilute the power of this typology as a spatial spiritual microcosm of the city of 
Phnom Penh.  
 
4.5 Twenty-first century domestic vernacular architecture  
 
At the turn of the twenty-first century, the city of Phnom Penh started to grow exponentially, rather 
than a city in recovery from war, it became a city of economic growth. It was now well into its 
second era of independence and there was money to be made, primarily through real estate. Over 
the first decade of the century, urban land grabbing was rife (Baumgartel 2012:5, Coggan 2015:147) 
by politicians, companies and ruthless businessmen. Slums were evicted, inner city lakes infilled and 
a building boom20 commenced. For the first time in over 50 years large scale real estate projects 
were underway. One of the first and best examples was the Camko City project21 (see Figure 4.31) in 
the north west of the city (See Figure 4.15 location A). It evidences the common housing typologies 
of the twenty-first century city of Phnom Penh, and as the first development of its kind, it is part of 
the story and evolution of Khmer domestic vernacular architecture and its associated rituals. It was 
significant as the first project of its scale to be given construction approval in February 2003 by the 
Bureau of Urban Planning of the Municipality of Phnom Penh. It was originally planned to include 
the nascent Cambodia stock exchange but after some delays in construction this was relocated 
elsewhere. ‘The first phase was finished in 2009 and cost $109 million. It encompasses an area of 
almost 100,000 square meters, and includes villas, town houses, mid-rise and high rise condominium 
and a street mall with shops’ (Baumgartel 2012:11). It is still under construction today with a final 
cost thought to be in the region of $2 billion. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.31: 3D view of Camko City project                 Figure 4.32: Typical villa development 
(Realestate news 2017)             (Realestate news 2017)   

                                                           
20 In 2013 China invested approximately $2.773 billion in Cambodia’s construction industry (Liger 2015:95). 
21 The name is a hybrid of Cambodia and Korea as the construction firm funding and building it is Korean (Hanil 
Construction Ltd). 
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This project set a development precedent, although its scale and ambition were a warning to later 
developers to be more measured and achievable. Today the number of these projects has 
escalated22. They follow a similar format in the array of house typologies they construct. These 
include the shophouse, the villa (detached and semi-detached) and the high rise apartment block. As 
the middle class continues to grow in the city of Phnom Penh with an increasing amount of smaller 
families with larger disposable incomes (Liger 2015:97), then these new diverse typologies are 
becoming increasingly popular23. In 2018, land prices in the city centre were approximately $5000 
per square metre pushing most future development up: resulting in a growing skyline of high rise 
apartment blocks. Most timber houses have been demolished and the affordable housing stock is 
largely dominated by the shophouse typology. The villa (see Figure 4.32) is an increasingly common 
house type in the growing city and outside the historic city centre, many new housing estates will 
include large quantities of these types. The shophouse reasonably appropriated the spatial spiritual 
character of traditional house typologies as discussed above, but as the economic conditions within 
the city of Phnom Penh change at the start of the twenty-first century it is necessary to analyse and 
evaluate the spatial impacts of spirituality created by the villa and the high rise apartment block 
housing typologies. 
 
4.6 Typology two: the detached/semi-detached villa  
 
This typical example of a semi-detached villa floor plans (see Figure 4.33) shows this emerging house 
typology. Similar to the shophouse, the horizontal floor plan is long and narrow and the vertical 
height is comparable, up to six stories. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
     A      B 
 
 
 
        C  
 
               D 
 
 
 
Figure 4.33: Typical semi-detached villa plan from Borey Vimean housing development in the city of 
Phnom Penh (Borey Vimean Publicity 2014) 
                                                           
22 Later developments include: River State, Grand Phnom Penh, The Edge, Dragon city, Star city etc. They are 
all in a state of ongoing development around the outskirts of the city of Phnom Penh. 
23 This was the experience of my colleague’s family who purchased a new build semi-detached villa in 2016 and 
my own family experience of renting a semi-detached villa on an estate on the edge of the city of Phnom Penh 
from 2014-2017. Both were nearly identical to the example of Figure 4.33. 
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When compared with the analysis of the shophouse above, the appropriation of the Khmer 
construction ritual is identical regarding the built form, structure and internal space with analogous 
spiritual protective measures in place. The significant difference relates to the provision of a 
forecourt: defensible space/gardens to the front (see Figure 4.33 location C and Figure 4.34), side 
and the rear. Here the villa has more in common with the traditional wooden house (see Figure 4.07) 
and the homeowner can order the outdoor space accordingly. Planting and greenery are 
intentionally included and symbolically reference the ‘wild’ forest and topographical elements.  
 
 
            A 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.34: Front forecourt defensible space to semi-detached villa (Photo by author 2017) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.35: Spirit house   Figure 4.36: Detail       Figure 4.37: Shrines         Figure 4.38:  Detail 
(Photo by author 2017)    (Photo by author 2017)      (Photo by author 2017)   (Photo by author 2017) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.39: Ancestor shelf           Figure 4.40: Eaves shrine Figure 4.41: Front elevation 
(Photo by author 2017)            (Photo by author 2017) (Photo by author 2017) 
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  Mango Tree 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.42: Mango Tree with offering high-    Figure 4.43: Red detail of offering to Neak Tha 
lighted in red (Photo by author 2016)           (Photo by author 2016) 
 
Private and public rituals can be comfortably conducted in this forecourt space, an analogous 
condition on a domestic scale to the forecourt of the pagoda where public rituals are undertaken.  
In this forecourt space, animals can also be kept and community life engaged. The boundary edge 
spirit house can be strategically located in front of the main entrance door next to the gate (see 
Figure 4.33 location D and Figure 4.35 and 4.36). Accessing the main gate is not directly in front (see 
Figure 4.41) of the entrance door. This prevents evil spirits entry who allegedly can only travel in 
straight lines. Once the front door is accessed, the protection shrine to the Jumneang Phteah (see 
Figure 4.37 and 4.38) is located on the floor next to a wall. The ancestor shelf (see Figure 4.37 and 
4.39) can be observed at approximately two metres above the ground. Rather than a yantra 
sometimes a property will house an extravagant shrine in the eaves (see Figure 4.40) whose function 
is similar: protection against evil forces and prosperity for residents. Within these new housing 
estates, planting and nature is included down the access roads and within certain significant trees 
(see Figure 4.34 detail A) some estate residents believe that the Neak Tha reside.  
 
During the years my family lived in the city of Phnom Penh we experienced this first hand in 2016. At 
the front of our semi-detached house was a mango tree within which, our neighbour believed, 
dwelled the Neak Tha for the housing estate (see Figure 4.42). Regular offerings of food were made 
to appease the spirit and bring our neighbours family good fortune (see Figure 4.43). The villa 
housing typology seems more successful than the shophouse typology because of the presence of 
topographical elements such as trees and water included within the forecourt’s defensible space to 
its perimeter. It relates more holistically to the traditional house typology where the house’s internal 
spaces and its defensible external spaces experience consecration, blessing and protection from 
spiritual forces. Nature is present and partially integrated with the villa once it is built allowing for 
the presence of the Neak Tha24: this shows that the spatial spirituality of the semi-
detached/detached villa is present and powerful. The villa typology also engages more completely 
with the five senses in its design and integration with nature. Acoustically, sound is mitigated 
through the presence and mass of planting and trees within the defensible space and roadways. 
Birdsong and animal life would increasingly be present as a result of this. Smell and taste are 
acknowledged as flowers, fruits and plants are grown (some of which would be used for cooking) 

                                                           
24 Coggan observes that most of the spirit varieties are present in the city of Phnom Penh but then he contends 
that ‘…the village Neak Tha have not made the transition [to the city]’ (2015:150). In the interview responses 
from city dwellers related to questions regarding domestic spirituality 40% specifically reference the Neak Tha 
as relevant (see Appendix 5) this response and personal experience seem to contradict Coggan’s assertion. 
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that yield scent and nourishment. Cooking often takes place outside even though there are internal 
kitchens. Touch and sight are referenced in similar ways to the shophouse but also enhanced 
through the proximity of nature. Often pools of water will be constructed within the forecourt 
defensible space to cool the atmosphere of the home and impact the senses. Therefore, a greater 
balance of the senses is achieved through the villa typology. In addition, it is technically up to-date, 
constructed with modern materials and finished in current superficial styles but unlike Vann 
Molyvann’s solution or the shophouse it is not as affordable. However, this has not prevented its rise 
in popularity in the increasingly affluent city of Phnom Penh.  
 
4.7 Typology three: the high rise apartment block  
 
Another housing typology that is increasing throughout the city of Phnom Penh in the twenty-first 
century is the high rise apartment block. These buildings are impressive in scale, materiality and 
technology (see Figure 4.44,4.45 and 4.46). Technological advance, changes in the law, and political 
ambition have contributed to their increasing prevalence. Due to developments in technology, 
construction above fourteen storeys on land notorious for flooding and water saturation has only 
been possible in the city of Phnom Penh since the turn of the century. In 2010/11, the Condominium 
Act was passed in Cambodia that enabled foreigners to have the right to own property from the first 
floor up in apartment blocks (Asia Life 2011(50):35). Prime minister Hun Sen has long been an 
advocate of high rise buildings declaring in 2004 that ‘…whoever will build taller buildings, we will 
give a medal’ (Cambodia Daily 2004: 21st Jan 1-2). To increase urban density and provide affordable 
rentals within a constrained and expensive location, the high rise apartment block is an efficient and 
economic solution with precedents around the world. They are synonymous with capitalism and 
technological progress as they maximise land profits. To the current Khmer government, they clearly 
represent urban progress that will rival neighbouring capital cities like Bangkok, Ho Chi Minh city and 
Kuala Lumpur.    
 
Though physically impressive, they are the least successful typology for appropriating the traditional 
Khmer spirituality. The highly personal and relational construction ritual is hard to appropriate 
beyond a general foundation/ground breaking ceremony of the whole block as future residents are 
unknown and time scales extensive. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.44: Naga World   Figure 4.45: The Bridge                Figure 4.46: Canadia tower 
(Photo by author 2017)    (Photo by author 2017)             (Photo by author 2017) 
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Only in the horizontal dimension is there an effective spatial spiritual relationship due to the limited 
apartment head room (approximately 2.5m). There is not enough vertical space to create the spatial 
spirituality enjoyed by both the shophouse and villa typologies (along both horizontal and vertical 
axes) through the inclusion of a yantra. Shrines are still present facing the entrance door and on a 
shelf in reverence to ancestors but unless there is a balcony, no personal boundary spirit house can 
be maintained. Often there will be a communal spirit house for the entire building but this requires 
significant effort to attend, share and maintain; resulting in a dilution of spiritual influence. The five 
senses are completely out of balance as the visual completely dominates. Sound is limited to the 
hum of the air conditioner unit or the fan. Touch is also limited to the modern construction materials 
and fittings of the interior layout. There is nothing to stimulate taste and smell as there is minimal 
relationship to the natural environment or topography and no local resources have been used or 
reclaimed. There is no opportunity to influence orientation or protect the boundary edge of each 
apartment effectively and there is no local outdoor space to participate in private and public rituals, 
keep animals, or engage with the local community, which is a high value for Khmer culture. 
 
Therefore, the majority of apartments in the city of Phnom Penh today are rented/owned by 
foreigners or owned as second homes (city residences) by rich businessmen. The high rise apartment 
block typology provides limited sensual or spiritual memory or connection to the traditional 
evolution of construction rituals within its impersonal space. The fourfold of Heidegger struggles to 
be present through the absence of nature, the imbalance of the senses and the limited spatial 
impact of spirituality. They convey no genius loci as their modern monumentality and international 
style of glass and reinforced concrete could easily be relocated in the city of Hong Kong, Chicago or 
London. They are the placeless examples of modern architecture that critical regionalism argues 
against. Though technologically advanced and economically profitable, this typology is not an 
effective contemporary spatial expression of spirituality in the same way that the villa and 
shophouse are. Khmer culture has not been included, referenced or valued in most of the high rise 
apartment blocks constructed to-date. This is also in part due to the fact that few, if any, Khmer 
architects have designed them. Here lies one potential glimmer of hope for this typology. The 
shophouse has experienced approximately 100 years of evolution in the urban layout of the city of 
Phnom Penh and is now a reasonably established Khmer housing typology. The modern apartment 
block is still relatively young (approximately fifteen years since the first apartment blocks were 
constructed at Camko city) and has still to be fully appropriated by Khmer architects and builders 
through proportion, function, materiality and appearance. Hopefully in the future they will be able 
to more effectively integrate this typology with the spatial spirituality of their heritage.  
 
4.8 Spatial impact of spirituality elevations and sections 
 
The spatial spiritual dilemmas in western domestic architecture that was referenced at the start of 
the chapter have been helpful to start evaluating the history and current praxis of Khmer housing 
construction. When discussed in relation to the two leading Khmer construction rituals and a 
number of house typologies, certain measures of testing the spatial impacts of spirituality at a 
domestic scale have emerged relating primarily to materiality, ritual and a balanced presence of the 
senses. 
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            12 m               
 
 
 
Figure 4.47: Typical 12 m section in forest            Figure 4.48: Typical 12m section in forest 
(Drawing by author 2019)                (Drawing by author 2019) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.49: Typical Khmer wooden house            Figure 4.50: Mid-twentieth century interpretation 
based on phteah kantaing               based on Vann Molyvann’s 100 house project 
(Drawing by author 2019)   (Drawing by author 2019) 
 
Prior to the settlement being cleared the natural topographic element of its future location would 
have been the forest (see Figure 4.47 and 4.48). Natural materials dominate above and below 
ground level. The prevalent hybrid spirituality of Khmer culture is highly present as people were 
afraid of entering the forest and could only use its natural materials if the appropriate rituals were 
undertaken. These drawings (see Figure 4.49,4.50,4.51,4.52 and 4.53) show a typical 12m section of 
original forest environment (a domestic scale) and the possibilities for its development through time 
in five Khmer house typologies that have been discussed within this chapter. Once the forest was 
cleared to create the settlement, traditional wooden houses were constructed (see Figure 4.49) 
according to the house construction ritual. This created a powerful spatial impact of spirituality that 
could be integrated effectively with the natural topography. The topographical elements were 
integrated and materially used, all the senses were taken into account through the design, and the 
Animistic spirits appeased through appropriate construction and living rituals. Vann Molyvann’s 
urban interpretation of the rural wooden house typology (see Figure 4.50) replaced a number of the 
natural materials with reinforced concrete diluting the ritualistic symbolism of the house’s material 
character. The design respected the domestic scale and proportions of the traditional wooden house 
in three dimensions. It still accounted for the five senses and was constructed according to the 
appropriate rituals to effectively integrate spirituality within it. This was not as powerful as the 
traditional wooden house example and proved not to be cost effective. 
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Figure 4.51: Shophouse   Figure 4.52: Semi-detached  
(Drawing by author 2019)             villa (Drawing by author 19) 
                     Figure 4.53: High rise apartment block 

           (Drawing by author 2019)   
 
The three house typologies that dominate the twenty-first century city of Phnom Penh can be 
observed in their impact on the typical 12m section (see Figure 4.51,4.52 and 4.53). The shophouse 
(see Figure 4.51) shows little integration with topography with no natural materials used in its 
construction or a balanced sensual awareness. Residents sometimes intentionally create forecourts 
on the ground floor where they conduct rituals or park cars. They also try to integrate nature into 
the shophouse by growing plants on their balconies and flat roofs. It has been constructed on the 
domestic scale and according to prescribed rituals so does exhibit some spatial spirituality but is less 
powerful an example than the semi-detached villa (see Figure 4.52). This does integrate topography 
and nature more effectively. The sensual awareness is present and facilitates future ritual practice 
through the inclusion of a forecourt, trees and vegetation around the construction. The 
internationally ubiquitous housing typology of the high rise apartment block was found to be 
significantly wanting in its spatial spiritual impact at the typical 12m domestic scale (see Figure 4.53). 
It lacked an integration with topographical elements, natural materials, a balance of the senses and 
had minimal ritualistic engagement through its construction. A further concern is the influence of 
the high rise apartment block on the urban scale substantially impacting the skyline of the twenty-
first century city of Phnom Penh. It is here that the dominance of the visual sense is evident, out of 
balance with the rest of the senses, as pervasive blocks of concrete and glass overpower nuanced 
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Khmer architecture25 (see Figure 4.45). Each of these typologies can be constructed on the typical 
12m section and all, except the high rise apartment block, vertically do not exceed approximately 
16m (This takes into account the depth of foundations). This height retains a connection with the 
forest and the tree (see Figure 4.47 and 4.48) and its associated spirituality at a domestic scale. 
When a height comparison is made of the shophouse, the villa and the high rise apartment block 
(see Figures 4.51,4.52 and 4.53) the connection of the high rise apartment block to the natural forest 
is diluted even further due to its height.  
 
4.9 Conclusion  
 

By wisdom a house is built, and through understanding it is established; through knowledge 
its rooms are filled with rare and beautiful treasures. (Proverbs 24:3 and 4) 

 
The city of Phnom Penh today has approximately two million residents and if the 95% figure, 
introduced in the previous chapter, of those Khmer city dwellers are believers (in varying extents) in 
the prevailing hybrid spirituality, then the pre-settlement condition of the region (see Figure 4.47 
and 4.48) where the influence of spirituality was powerful and wide spread through the natural 
forest, has continued. This is present not just along the horizontal axis shown in plan (see Chapter 3 
conclusion and maps) but also in section where the domestic vertical scale of each house type (with 
the exception of the high rise apartment block) references the forest (see Figure 4.48). When these 
house typologies are gathered together in the urban layout this creates a layer of spiritually charged 
space, integrated with the physical space, that becomes similar in scale to the hybrid spirituality 
layer present in the pre-settlement forest (approximately 10-16m above and below ground see 
Figure 4.48). The Khmer house, therefore can be seen, as a spatial spiritual microcosm of the city. 
The extent (location and power26) of its impact is hard to measure but its enduring presence has 
been established through the presentation, analysis and discussion of the settlement evolution and 
traditional house construction rituals in relation to the leading extant house typologies. This has 
been an effective method of investigating the spatial influence of spirituality at a domestic scale of 
the city of Phnom Penh today (and their gathered impact on an urban scale).  
 
The high rise apartment block is evidence of large scale housing production. This method and its 
associated level of control is being increasingly perpetuated by large construction and real estate 
companies within the city of Phnom Penh. It can be seen as a disruptive force within the tradition of 
Khmer domestic vernacular architecture that seems to present itself most effectively at a ‘medium 
height’ scale described above. One of the highlighted outcomes was the limited provision of outdoor 
space for residents to practice spatial spirituality. From the previous chapter, the continuity and 
transformation of Khmer hybrid spirituality was observed in the abstraction of the topographical 
element of the tree, in the form of the spirit house. These are now practically available at a domestic 
scale, in miniature size, to create objects of spirituality on notional apartment boundaries: the space 
at the edge of the balcony. Despite this response, this housing typology does not effectively facilitate 
spatial impacts of spirituality that balance all the senses. If these high rise apartment blocks continue 
to be constructed at a large scale, the continuity of Khmer hybrid spirituality will be significantly 
diluted within the urban layout.  

                                                           
25 The urban scale of the city of Phnom Penh’s relationship with spirituality will be explored in Chapter 5. 
26 It is beyond the scope of this thesis to survey all the residences of the urban layout and the type, character 
and intensity of personal spirituality practised within them. 
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Fortunately, two of the three most popular twenty-first century housing typologies were found to 
continue the Khmer domestic vernacular tradition of housing that integrates spirituality and 
balances the senses. In the city of Phnom Penh today, the Khmer house at a domestic scale (and 
gathered together at an urban scale) perpetuates the presence of spirituality within the city of 
Phnom Penh and elaborates the relationship between spirituality and urban design.  
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Chapter 5: Urban Layout       
 

Phnom Penh was not the first choice for the location of a new capital, but it 
was an obvious one, for it was an important regional centre well before the capture 
of Angkor by the Siamese. It was strategically situated on the Mekong River at the 
junctions of the Tonle Sap and Bassac rivers, which together make up the Quatre 
Bras, or four arms, by which the conjuncture is known. It enjoyed easy access both 
to the sea via the Mekong delta and by river to other parts of the kingdom, and was 
already an established trading port1. (Stuart-Fox and Reeve 2011:126)  
 
Adopting an atmospheric perspective implies paying attention to how architecture and 
urban planning are able to provide nourishment to the multisensory experiences. It means 
acknowledgement that the buildings should not be conceived of as singular entities, but 
rather as parts of a larger atmospheric whole. (Christian Borch 2014:16) 

 
5.1 Introduction 
 
Urban design has a long, rich and varied history. It explores a city’s origin at a certain place in time 
and traces the constantly changing built environment and urban layout of the city and the factors 
involved in this through to the present and into the future. The flat flood plains of the location that 
would become the city of Phnom Penh were not spectacular in contrast to previous Khmer capitals. 
There was no soaring mountain (natural or artificial) to announce the location’s presence like that of 
previous capital cities at Oudong or Angkor but the area had other characteristics that gave it value 
as a place to create a city: most notably its topography. The confluence of four rivers had both 
functional and spiritual significance and the small hill of Wat Phnom had potential. The proximity of 
the topographical elements of tree, hill (by extension mountain), and water would be able to impact 
an evolving urban layout physically and spiritually. Spatial impacts of spirituality have already been 
discussed in previous chapters and their extensive presence identified within the urban layout in 
relation to topography and vernacular architecture at the domestic scale. The enduring presence of 
a hybrid spirituality in the city of Phnom Penh has also been recognised, perpetuated through the 
topographical elements of tree, mountain, and water as well as the continuing annual festivals and 
construction rituals.  
 
This chapter will focus on how these fields of influence coalesce over time to create spatial 
spirituality on an urban scale. The extent, characteristics, presence and agency of these will be 
explored through analysis and discussion of the evolving urban layouts of the city of Phnom Penh 
during significant eras of its history. This discussion will be anchored by identifying key urban focal 
points from the pre-colonial era, strategic locations that have functional and spiritual relevance that 
create urban scale impact. It will evaluate how subsequent eras transform and develop these urban 
focal points accordingly as well as establishing new ones. The findings from previous chapters will 
help elaborate the analysis of these urban focal points. Personal ethnographic participant 
observation of the city, drawings, diagrams and photos will contribute to the investigation as well as 
the data gleaned from the twenty semi-structured interviews. The final part of this chapter will 
articulate an expanded study of water in the urban layout through the national Water Festival that 

                                                           
1 ‘For court advisors recommending a location for the new capital, however, the ‘four rivers’ would have held 
symbolic significance, and so too the existence of the small hill or phnom from which Phnom Penh gets 
its name’ (Stuart-Fox and Reeve 2011: 126). 



100 
 

was personally experienced in 2017. The participant observation of this annual ritual, that is 
practised at an urban scale, will gather the findings of this chapter to evidence the integration of 
topography, scale (both domestic and urban) and the built environment and hybrid spirituality in a 
temporary urban focal point that still creates a powerful spatial impact of spirituality in the twenty-
first century.  This will show the value of the relationship between dynamic hybrid spirituality and 
urban design in the city of Phnom Penh, and highlight the importance of preserving it and its 
considerable potential to continue influencing the urban layout of the future. 
 
5.2 Urban layout origins  
 
In Chapter 3, the origin story of the city of Phnom Penh was presented. In 1372 Lady Penh 
commanded an artificial mountain, 27m-high, to be constructed with a pagoda housing four 
Buddhist relics and a shrine accommodating a single Hindu relic: Wat Phnom was created. Hybrid 
spirituality was spatially present and worshipped from the settlement’s start at this auspicious place 
where four rivers meet and the topographical elements gather. A settlement would have been 
established probably following the traditional ritual discussed in Chapter 4. Then in 1431 King 
Ponhea Yat (1396-1466)2 was forced to flee south from the northern capital city of Angkor Thom 
(see Figure 5.01 white detail) due to Siamese threat3. He eventually established his new capital city 
of Chaktomouk4 around Wat Phnom.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5.01: Angkor area map with white detail to show location of the Angkor Thom (Fussan 2008) 

                                                           
2 See Appendix 2 for a chronology of Khmer kings. 
3 ‘So great was the prestige of Angkor Thom, so powerful the symbolism of its construction, that it might be 
expected that any Khmer king moving the capital elsewhere would attempt to construct a replica…But by the 
fifteenth century the resources required were no longer available. Moreover, a new set of beliefs about the 
legitimisation of power associated with Theravada Buddhism…’was dominant ‘Only belief in the semi-divinity 
of the king lingered on from Angkor’ (Stuart-Fox and Reeve 2011:125). 
4 This Khmer word literally means ‘four faces’ referring to the junction of four rivers. The city would later 
become known as Phnom Penh during the French protectorate. 
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In Theravada Buddhism, legitimisation of power flows not from the special relationship 
established between god and king through the dedication of a Siva linga or the construction 
of a royal capital as a microcosmic model of the divine macrocosm, but from the belief that 
social status resulted from merit accumulated in previous existences…In city planning this 
legitimisation was symbolised by the close proximity of the palace and royal temples. 
(Stuart-Fox and Reeve 2011:125) 

 
During the fifteenth century Theravada Buddhism was in ascendancy within the hybrid  
spirituality of the Khmer belief system (see Chapter 3, Figure 3.04). It is important to remember that  
there was still an enduring Animist and Hindu strand within the extant belief system that had an  
influence on King Ponhea Yat as he created the urban layout for his new capital5. The site's 
topography, a level flood plain next to a hill and four rivers, and associated spiritual significance was 
recognised as important. It was then amended to create a capital city suitable for an ex-Angkor 
sovereign. The land was built up and water controlled via a system of canals and small lakes. King 
Ponhea Yat constructed his palace close to the most spiritually important topographical site: the hill 
of Wat Phnom (see Figure 5.03). He then erected three pagodas (representative of small scale 
artificial mountains)6 around his Royal Palace and three in the rest of the city. According to 
Theravada tradition this proximity to royally endowed pagodas affirmed his merit from the Buddhist 
community. One of the pagodas built south of the palace, Wat Ounalom7, was established… ‘on a 
site probably sacred to the local spirit [Neak Tha] of the land in pre-Angkorean times’ (Stuart-Fox 
and Reeve 2011:127).  
 
The Royal Palace was also situated upstream so that the river flowed down from the king to his 
people8. A connection confirmed by the short canal from the palace (symbolic source of life) to the 
river (see Figure 5.03). A further network of canals was built around the city: Takeo canal; Okor canal 
and Pongpeay canal (see Figure 5.03, yellow detail). These operated both functionally and 
symbolically. They drained the flood plain around the fledgling city, as well as referencing the 
recently abandoned city of Angkor Thom with a moat (system of canals) around a central artificial 
mountain (see Figure 5.02). More significantly this also referenced the cosmological city of the gods, 
bounded by a moat encircling mount Meru. Stuart-Fox and Reeve (2011:128) recognise a hybrid 
spirituality within the emerging urban layout: Hindu recreations of the celestial Mount Meru; 
proximity of the Royal Palace to Buddhist pagodas; and the Animist belief of a sacred relationship 
between water and the king. Upon his death, King Ponhea Yat’s remains were interred in a stupa9 on 
Wat Phnom and his son succeeded him as king. However, due to the continual threat of Siamese and 
Vietnamese invasion, the capital city moved north in 1505 towards the city of Longvek10. 
 

                                                           
5 ‘The Cambodian conception of royal power continued to draw on the belief that kings enjoyed privileged 
access to divine forces, an idea that was never entirely replaced as the legitimising principle of kingship by the 
notion of superior individual merit proclaimed by Theravada Buddhism’ (Stuart-Fox and Reeve 2011:126). 
6 Some of these are still active today though none as powerful as Wat Phnom. In the interview responses (see 
Appendix 5) related to questions regarding urban layout spatial expressions of spirituality in the city of Phnom 
Penh, 75% specifically referenced Wat Phnom while 55% generally referenced pagodas.  
7 The site was believed to house a Buddhist relic ‘…The relic is a hair, or loma in Pali, from a small tuft, or unna, 
that grew between the Buddha’s eyebrows…Hence the pagoda’s name’ (Boswell 2016:34).  
8 Precedent for this can be found in early Khmer Animist traditions where the king associated himself with life 
giving water (rain) providing for his people. And also (according to Stuart-Fox and Reeve) in Theravada 
Buddhist tradition elsewhere in South East Asia at the time. 
9 His remains are still interred there to date.  
10 See Chapter 1, Figure 1.06 for expanded detail. 
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- Bayon (artificial mountain)     - Wat Phnom (artificial mountain)   
 - Royal Palace (Kings residence)    - Royal Palace (Kings residence)  
 - Symbolic moat      - Canal system (symbolic moat) 
       - Pagoda (Theravada influence) 
       - Ben Decho lake (small urban lake) 

  (future site of Central Market) 
 
Figure 5.02: Angkor Thom late twelfth century       Figure 5.03: Chaktomouk (Phnom Penh)  
(Stuart-Fox and Reeve 2011: 132)         thirteenth century (Igout 1993:30)   
 
 
During the time the capital city was Chaktomouk, the leading urban focal points within the city with 
spatial spiritual significance would have been Wat Phnom, the Royal Palace and Ben Decho lake (see 
Figure 5.03). Their physical and spiritual function was clear throughout the urban layout due to their 
scale and materiality. Wat Phnom was the highest point in the region; it was the place of worship 
and residence of the Animist territorial spirits. The Royal Palace, constructed close to Wat Phnom, 
represented the place of political power that ordered daily life within the urban layout. The king’s 
power was legitimised through his physical proximity to spiritual power. The water of the Ben Decho 
lake sustained daily life. It was seen to be connected to the spiritual realm as it was ritualistically 
used and understood to be the dwelling place of certain Animist spirits. It was also connected to the 
Khmer king, dwelling in his residence, whose symbolic traditional role was to sustain his kingdom 
through providing the water of the monsoon rains. These three urban focal points also integrated 
the five senses within their physical and spiritual characteristics to create spatial impacts of 
spirituality on an urban scale that perpetuated the prevailing national hybrid spirituality across the 
urban layout. This was bounded physically and spiritually by the perimeter canal (see Figure 5.03) 
beyond which the wild forest was present.  
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5.3 Urban Layouts during the French Protectorate   
 
Once the colonial era commenced in 1863 CE, the nation’s capital city moved11 from the natural 
mountains of Oudong back to Chaktomouk on the Mekong flood plain. In 1865 CE, it became known 
as the city of Phnom Penh12. Urban layouts from this era show the organic layout of the existing 
settlement whose leading topographical features were trees, the artificial hill of Wat Phnom (see 
Figure 5.04 and 5.05 red detail), the river and numerous small lakes. The city of Phnom Penh 
reflected the seemingly disordered, but local, manner of King Norodom’s (1834-1906) oversight in 
the immediate aftermath of the Protectorate agreement. Any urban development was organic and 
piecemeal; it was subject to the king’s approval as all land was owned by him and his to order due to 
his divinely appointed sovereignty.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5.04: Phnom Penh 1866 (Igout 1993:33)          Figure 5.05: Phnom Penh 1867 (Igout 1993:34) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                           
11 Boswell, alleges the decision to move was made by King Norodom and not French colonial persuasion which 
seems unlikely due to the timing of it commencing with the start of the protectorate (2016:158). 
12 ‘King Ponhea Yat… named the city Krong Chaktomouk…in deference to Grandmother Penh he added her 
name and her hill, the city thus becoming Krong Chaktomouk Phnom Daun Penh, eventually shortened to 
simply Phnom Penh’ (Boswell 2016:110). 
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Figure 5.06: Wat Phnom 1873 where water, tree      Figure 5.07: Wat Phnom 1880’s  
and mountain come together (Igout 1993:31)           (Montague 2010:126) 

 
The city was…known for its tracts of mosquito-infested swampland (see fig 5.07), the stench 
of stagnant water and human waste, and frequent outbreaks of cholera. In the wet season, 
boat travel was necessary between different sections of Phnom Penh. (Edwards 2007:43) 

 
The French colonisers had scant respect for King Norodom, referring to him as ‘our kinglet’ (notre 
roitlet)13. They belittled both his physicality and his divine essence because he did not reign 
according to the prevailing European perceptions of kingship. This common view was the basis for 
the French colonisers to actively commence their efforts to edit and construct an oriental sovereign 
whose superficial power would not frustrate their colonial schemes (Muller 2006:73). The French 
colonisers set about to systematically appropriate power through modifying local law, imposing new 
urban design, and influencing the prevailing hybrid spirituality14. By 1874, Khmer legal power came 
under French control when they passed a royal ordinance that gave all judicial power to the French 
colonisers to deal with any crimes committed by foreigners in Cambodia15. This power was then used 
to change land ownership law. Traditionally the king was owner of all land in the nation as it was he, 
through his divine attributes, who bestowed blessing and fruitfulness to the land (Groslier 2006:88). 
The Khmer people recognised this ownership through taxes on crops paid directly to the royal 
treasury16. The French colonisers wanted to take this revenue source from the king17 and make land 
a marketable commodity by defining it and producing certificates of ownership, which could be 
bought and sold to provide colonial revenue. Two related legal decrees were proclaimed on the 
same day in 1884 by the French colonisers: the right to own property and the abolition of slavery. 
‘Both measures shattered traditional structures of dependency and indebtedness that held the 
fabric of Cambodian society together’ (Muller 2006:180).  

                                                           
13 ‘The deprecating epithet had originally been coined by French missionaries who sneered at Norodom’s 
fondness for opium, alcohol and women’ (Muller 2006:70, Boswell 2016:157).  
14 The French colonialists deliberately suppressed Hinduism and Animism through elevating Buddhism publicly 
supporting only Buddhist rituals and beliefs. See Chapter 1 for expanded detail. Interviewee 05 felt the French 
impact on Khmer spirituality ‘…was a good impact…because the [sic] respect Khmer belief’ (Appendix 7). 
15 In 1881 the French governor of Indochina imposed a ‘…convention on King Norodom, assigning to Saigon’s 
Conseil Prive the power to rule disputes between Europeans and the king’ (Muller 2006:126). The Khmer king 
became accountable to a French judicial body located outside Cambodia (Indochina). 
16 This sustained the extensive social hierarchy around the king based on patron-client relationships. 
17 ‘If cities like Phnom Penh were to develop, urban planning could no longer depend on a king who as owner 
of all land, could grant or withdraw his approval of construction projects according to his whims’ (Muller 
2006:179). 
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These changes drained power from King Norodom and the nation’s pre-colonial infrastructure. They 
also started to foster a Francophile group of Khmer people (subalterns) who ‘jumped onto the band 
wagon’ of colonialism and prospered. A minor rebellion in 1884 did not alter the fact that King 
Norodom had now become a constitutional monarch with superficial power. French urban 
designers18 were commissioned to engage with the organic urban layout of Phnom Penh19. Colonial 
power could now become spatially expressed in the ordered grid of streets, buildings and canals of 
the new urban layout plans (see Figure 5.08 and 5.09) that the French protectorate felt would be 
suitable for their oriental sovereign20. ‘Urban planning and the built environment were used to 
assert and reinforce political power’ (Stuart-Fox and Reeve 2011:130). 
 

[The French colonial] architect Eugene-Victor Fabre (1850-1904) transformed Phnom Penh 
with a peripheral canal system, new streets, and French military installations. His alterations 
segregated the French population while adhering to the strict grid plan of the original Khmer 
palace complex (see Figure 5.02). (Wright 91:180) 

 
 
                  Wat Phnom  
                  Governors - 

          Residence 
                  Royal Palace 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5.08: Phnom Penh 1903      Figure 5.09: Phnom Penh 1914 (Igout 1993:82) 
(Aruna Technology ltd) 
 
 
 

                                                           
18 This accelerated period of French urban design at the turn of the century can be seen in the layouts of other 
Cambodian towns such as Battambang and Kompong Cham.   
19 Designs that were heavily influenced by the work of Baron Haussmann in the city of Paris in the 1850-70’s. 
20 Descriptions of the capital were considerably dismissive: an American traveller wrote in 1872 that the town 
was ‘…dull, nothing breaking the uniformity of its bamboo huts excepting a slender, pyramidal pagoda (Wat 
Phnom, see Figure 5.07), one of the palace buildings, and two blocks of brick stores, recently built by the king; 
it resembles many of the villages along the banks of the Tonle Sap River, only differing from them in size – in 
number of dwellings and shops’ (Muller 2006:60). 
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The new urban layout for the city show a designed colonial quarter (see Figure 5.08 and 5.09): 
evidence of French colonial control that sets out and shapes the topography. Stuart-Fox and Reeve 
(2011:129) suggest the colonists occupied this location out of purely strategic reasons however, the 
colonisers would have recognised the layered significance of the pre-colonial urban focal points of 
Wat Phnom, the old Royal Palace and the Ben Decho inner city lake (see Figure 5.03) and their layout 
demonstrates an intentional appropriation of spiritual power that was consistent with their 
methodology. The new urban layout (see Figure 5.09) followed a similar pattern to the city of Angkor 
Thom (see Figure 5.02) where a regular grid of streets organised the domestic vernacular 
architecture around a central temple mountain (the Bayon and Wat Phnom repectively). Each urban 
layout edge was bounded by a moat/canal with regulated access points/bridges (see Figure 5.09 and 
5.02 blue details). These urban layouts juxtaposed the three leading topographical elements of 
tree21, mountain, and water within them (see Figure 5.06) and benefitted from their associated 
spirituality. A colonial version of the cosmological Mount Meru was recreated analogous to that 
within the city of Angkor Thom but with one significant difference: the French colonialists, not the 
Khmer king, controlled the mountain (Wat Phnom) and the approach to the mountain. This was 
evidenced by a ring road circling Wat Phnom (see Figure 5.09 red detail) where previously there was 
none (see Figure 5.05 red detail). In addition, the Governor’s Residence was constructed closest to 
the symbolic mountain in the place where Khmer tradition would expect the king to reside (see 
Figure 5.08 and 5.09 green detail). The king’s residence was designed outside the boundary canal; 
spatially and spiritually distant from the symbolic source of local territorial power (see Figure 5.08 
and 5.09 blue square). This initially diluted the spiritual power that the Royal Palace represented.  
 
Even though the urban layout of the French quarter had significant cosmological overtones it also 
had functional rationale. According to French colonial theory at the time, the contact between 
different races had to be ‘…organised, sanitized, and rationalised by professional urbanists’ (Wright 
1991:221) wherein every ‘…European district needs a native district in order to survive; it will 
provide indispensable servants, small business and labour’ (Ernest Hebrard22 quoted in Wright 
1991:221). Practically, the canal system helped drain the swampy plain next to the river to enable 
the city to develop and expand. The canals also acted as a passive defence system, with Wat Phnom 
as look out23, against the Khmer people (see Figure 5.10). The excavated material was used to infill 
the numerous small urban lakes, including the pre-colonial urban focal point of the Ben Decho lake. 
This was done in order to level the topography and facilitate future construction. It was continuing 
evidence of the colonial policy of intentional suppression of both Hinduism and Animism within the 
hybrid spirituality of Khmer culture as both these belief systems valued water highly. The 
subsequent section discusses the ongoing spiritual appropriation and functional development of the 
pre-colonial urban focal points of Wat Phnom, the Royal Palace and Ben Decho lake.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
21 This included many Koki trees, a spiritually auspicious species (Boswell 2016:116) also used for construction.  
22 Ernest Hebrard (1875-1933) was head of the Indochina Architecture and Town planning Service in 1921-27.  
23 ‘[In 1885] the French sentry was able to survey the horizon in all directions by climbing a bamboo stairway to 
a terrace built around the top of the monument’ (Igout 1993:36 and Boswell 2016:112). 
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Figure 5.10: Wat Phnom 1885 (Igout 1993:36)      Figure 5.11: Postcard of Wat Phnom Park 1920 
           (Montague 2010:295) 
 
5.31 Wat Phnom 
 
The French planners recognised that complete control of the urban focal point of Wat Phnom would 
help them consolidate power over the Khmer people. At the centre of their new colonial urban 
layout plan was Wat Phnom (see Figure 5.08 and 09 red detail). This was no coincidence. Firstly, its 
physical height made it a strategic focal point along the riverside in that area (see Figure 5.06 and 
5.07) presencing the site of the nascent city of Phnom Penh. This made an impact on both the 
horizontal and vertical dimensions of the city: physically due to its visibility and spiritually due to the 
elevation and placement of the four Buddhist relics to face the four cardinal directions on the 
highest stupa24. Secondly, its origin and history as a spatial example of hybrid spirituality gave it high 
value to the Khmer people. It was the place they would attend to worship and commune with the 
spirits. Thirdly, its mountainous form resonated with the past, in its connection with both the 
artificial mountains of the Angkor empire and the natural mountains of past royal capital cities. Wat 
Phnom was completely renovated and recreated by the French colonialists25.  

                                                           
24 ‘The hill, like the Bayon temple-mountain, clearly represents Mount Meru, with the four Buddha images 
symbolising dominion over the four directions…That these symbolic equivalences should be so marked 
indicates how powerful a hold the Angkorian conception of the… [heavens replicated on earth in a city] …still 
had on the Khmer imagination’ (Stuart-Fox and Reeve 2011:126, Boswell 2016:111). 
25 This approach corroborated the French colonial method which asserted that ‘…they appreciated the glories 
of earlier civilisations in the colony, whereas the descendants of those civilisations left their own legacy in 
ruins. This attitude denied the legitimacy of allowing ancient palaces or pagodas to decay if they no longer 
retained sacred meaning. All historic architecture was aestheticized, then classified according to Western 
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Figure 5.12: Phnom Penh 1920 (Igout 1993:82)      Figure 5.13: European Quarter 1921  
(Black detail to show location of Figure 5.13)      (Montague 2010:96) 
 
They established a public garden, similar to a boulevard26, to surround it that even enjoyed a small 
zoo for a time (Edwards 2007:47, Boswell 2016:113). This created a city centre park (see Figure 5.11) 
and the riverside was kept clear of housing development to allow for it to continue operating as a 
port (Montague 2010:88). Today, Wat Phnom still retains spatial spiritual significance as an urban 
focal point in the city of Phnom Penh. It still functions as an active pagoda that receives countless 
worshippers of the hybrid spirituality, particularly during annual festivals. It remains one the city’s 
leading public parks where people go for recreation as it enjoys a varied topography: raised 
pathways, soaring Koki trees and landscaped slopes create a pleasant green environment in the 
heart of a busy urban layout. Its presence in the city has been further embedded since the colonial 
era as it is now the origin of one of the main roadways: Norodom Boulevard (see Figure 5.25 black 
arrow). This connects Wat Phnom, in the north of the city, with the Independence Monument in the 
south. The canals have all been infilled, the absence of water reduces the spatial spiritual impact, 
but their space remains a symbolic edge/boundary. To the north and west, the canals have become 
major roadways (see Figure 5.25) and to the south, a park, allowing a visual connection to the river 
from the railway station façade (see Figure 5.34 red detail and arrow). This southern canal is also 
memoralised by the retention of the colonial Naga decorative handrail where the bridge once stood 
on Norodom Boulevard (see Figure 5.14, 5.15 and 5.13 blue detail). 
 

                                                           
criteria. Archaeologists and government functionaries lauded…the formal classification system and its exacting 
reconstruction effort as the only legitimate way to honour the great art of the past’ (Wright 1991:199). 
26 Further evidence of the influence of Baron Haussmann (1809-1891) who popularised boulevards (tree lined 
streets) in his urban design work that reshaped the city of Paris (Kostof 1992:228). 
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Figure 5.14: Naga Bridge circa 1910      Figure 5.15: Naga Bridge circa 2009 
(Khmer 440.com 2012)        (Phnompenhplaces 2009) 
 
5.32 The Royal Palace 
 
The French colonial urban layout displaced the urban focal point of the Royal Palace from its original 
fifteenth century site (see Figure 5.03 blue detail), next to Wat Phnom, the area’s most prominent 
spiritual location. A displacement that diminished the close physical and spiritual relationship these 
two urban focal points historically enjoyed. Not only were the Europeans residing closer to the 
symbolic source of power but also the Chinese and Vietnamese/Annamite (Boswell 2016:249) expats 
who had been granted quarters of the city between the Khmer quarter and Wat Phnom (see Figure 
5.12 yellow highlight) further distancing the Khmer people from their spiritual source of power. By 
1911 the population of the city of Phnom Penh was estimated to be 62,255 out of which only 1068 
were Europeans (Montague 2010:3,90). This minority enjoyed the most developed quarter of the 
city around Wat Phnom. Location legends (see Figure 5.12 bottom right hand corner and 5.13 
bottom margin) show that the majority of urban services were within the European quarter 
(originally French quarter) and the singular most important location outside of it was the Royal 
Palace at the centre of the Khmer quarter (see Figure 5.08,5.09,5.12 blue highlight and Figure 5.16). 
Gradually culturally important buildings27 were added as the century progressed but this 
discrimination by urban layout was exacerbated by the attitude of the French governor general at 
the end of the nineteenth century who ‘…found the Royal Palace (see Figure 5.16) offensive to his 
aesthetic tastes’ (Osborne 1969:257). Once King Norodom died in 1904, and was succeeded by the 
more politically malleable King Sisowath (1840-1927), the way became clear for the French colonists 
to construct a palace suitable for an oriental sovereign28 as the existing, ‘Khmer palace [was] too 
makeshift to represent real power29’ (Edwards 2007:41). The existing palace was torn down and a 
new one constructed in 1917 that still remains (see Figure 5.17).  

                                                           
27 ‘The Pali school, the Musee khmer, the school of Fine Arts, the Royal Library, and several elite schools were 
added to the Cambodian Quarter. These…were founded and designed wholly or in part by French architects 
and savants. Yet these manifestations of colonial imaginings became the cultural coordinates around which 
Cambodges educated elite would map their vision of the nation’ (Edwards 2007:60). 
28 This was created by following the Beaux-Arts tradition of historical reference to determine appropriate 
indigenous ornament and details superimposed through modern materials and technology on a conservative 
rectangular plan that mimicked the previous building. The option of allowing the indigenous Khmer to develop 
their own style was never considered. Only French expertise was qualified to contextualise, design and build 
appropriately (Wright 1991:204-207).  
29 ‘European planners were bought in to supervise the construction of lasting monuments to ‘majesty’ in 
stone, brick, cement, and concrete. A primary facet of this transformation was the development of a ‘national 
style,’ first articulated as such in the national pavilions designed in a presumed ‘purely Cambodian style’ for 
Europe’s grand nineteenth-century exhibitions’ (Edwards 2007:41). 
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Figure 5.16: Royal Palace 1906          Figure 5.17: Royal Palace30 
(Montague 2010:77)         (Photo by author 2014) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5.18: Governor’s Residence 1885 view from   Figure 5.19: UN HQ 1992-93 (Aitken 1993) 
the summit of Wat Phnom (Igout 1993:37) 
 
The French Governor’s Residence that was now located closest to Wat Phnom (see Figure 5.08, 5.09, 
5.12, 5.13 green detail and Figure 5.18) spatially and symbolically displaying power. His residence 
remained there until Cambodia gained independence in 1953 (Boswell 2016:8). The original building 
was demolished in the 1930’s and was replaced by a larger more authoritarian building (see Figure 
5.19) that still stands today31. Despite the Royal Palace being relocated it still retained a significant 
presence in the urban layout. The Khmer people still venerated their king, probably even more so, 
under colonial rule. The Royal Palace was analogous to a pagoda in its design (see Figure 5.16 and 
5.17), providing a clear spiritual connection to its purpose implicitly inviting the Khmer people to 
worship their king as they did the spirits. Its sculpted form made connections to the topographical 
elements of both Wat Phnom and by extension the mountain. This effect was elaborated through 
the construction of the new and larger Royal Palace in 1917 and even though remote from Wat 
Phnom it continued to be recognised as an urban focal point. Despite being located in the more 
auspicious location next to Wat Phnom, the Governor’s Residence was not associated with any 
spirituality nor did it establish itself as a focal point in the urban layout. Its original colonial style and 
form blended into the trees surrounding Wat Phnom (see Figure 5.18) while its twentieth century 
style and form starkly contrasted with the surrounding topography (see Figure 5.19). Today, the 

                                                           
30 ‘Despite its hybrid origins, the palace soon came to symbolise the pristine essence of Cambodge…The 
erection of an opulent palace in the centre of Phnom Penh …and its elaboration and expansion during the 
following decades, provided both a major tourist attraction and convenient window dressing for policies that 
vastly decreased the financial clout and political power of…the monarchy’ (Edwards 2007:44,45). 
31 Allegedly it was one of Pol Pot’s city residences during the Khmer Rouge era and was used as the UN HQ 
during the elections of the early 1990’s. Today it is the base of the Council for the Development of Cambodia. 
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Royal Palace continues to create a spatial spiritual impression on an urban scale through its physical 
presence and its spiritual agency. It is enjoyed and experienced by thousands of tourists and Khmer 
people each year and plays an important role in national rituals such as the Water Festival. By 
contrast the building that was previously the Governer’s Residence is masked by a high wall and 
entry is limited. 
 
5.33 Ben Decho lake 
 

The Chinese Quarter was chosen by the architect Ernest Hebrard as the site for Phnom 
Penh’s colossal indoor Grand Market, built between 1935 and 1937. Its dome-shaped design 
presented a modern variation on the mandala principle, marrying the geometry of Mount 
Mehru with Hebrard’s new colonial style. (Edwards 2007:61) 

 
The next phase of urban layout expansion was proposed by Ernest Hebrard in 1925 (see Figure 5.20). 
He envisioned the city extending both east and west; infilled canals and lakes; slashing diagonals 
through city grids; a new railway entering around Boeng Kok lake; a stadium; significant public 
gardens; and an edge boundary road to the west. This vision was anchored in plan by the urban focal 
point of the new grand market (later known as Central Market32 see Figure 5.20 and 5.21 black 
highlight). Its exact location was the infilled Ben Decho lake, a pre-colonial urban focal point and 
location of spirituality with particular resonance within the Animist tradition.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
          View A 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5.20: Phnom Penh proposed expansion33       Figure 5.21: Phnom Penh 1928 (Igout 1993:83) 
1920’s (Igout 1993:85) 
 

                                                           
32 In the twenty-first century the name of the market remains ‘new market’ in the Khmer language. 
33 ‘Ernest Hebrard’s plan… was a scholarly academic design based on an assertive road network, the 
‘alignment’ of buildings in relation to roads, tree planting and a well-defined hierarchy of urban space…this 
remarkable plan is still legible in the city fabric today’ (Grant Ross and Collins 2006:130, 106).  
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           Figure 5.23: Phnom Penh 1940’s 
(          (Aruna Technology 2012) 
 
          
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5.22: Central Market 1943 (View A from     Figure 5.24: Central Market (Radcliffe 2018)  
Figure 5.21) (Callebaut and Prigent 2011)      
 
Hebrard, like previous French colonial urban designers, would probably have been aware of this 
when he proposed his masterplan. He perpetuated the French colonial methodology of 
appropriating pre-colonial urban focal points and reconfiguring them. Topographical elements 
continued to be intentionally referenced, not the element of water but the element of the 
mountain, and the site’s character and symbolism as a spatial impact of spirituality on an urban scale 
endured. The Central Market’s massive mountain like form at the time34, echoed Wat Phnom (see 
Figure 5.22,5.23 and 5.24) and ‘…in plan, the central octagonal space and radiating arms inscribed in 
a square evoke the notion of a mandala, cosmic configuration associated with Hinduism and 
Buddhism’ (Taylor quoted in Callebaut 2011:143).  
 
Hybrid spirituality was now spatially represented on an urban scale, not in a place of worship but in a 
market hall, cleverly integrating spirituality with the evolving urban layout35. Once more, the French 
colonialists had mined Khmer history and spirituality to create a technologically impressive urban 
focal point from which to develop the city and, like Wat Phnom, it also worked on a functional level. 
It was constructed with modern materials and enjoyed extensive natural ventilation. The radiating 
arms spatially (and spiritually) extended (see Figures 5.22 and 5.23) as diagonal streets slashing 

                                                           
34 ‘With a 30 metre diameter and a height of 26 meters its dimensions once ranked it as the sixth largest of its 
type, behind the Pantheon in Rome and St. Peter’s basilica at the Vatican’ (Callebaut 2011:30). 
35 ‘To the Buddhist imagination this would have easily been associated with Mount Meru, the mythical home 
of the gods and the four rivers which flow from it’ (Taylor quoted in Callebaut 2011:143). 
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through the city grid36. These connected other significant urban focal points like Boeung Kak lake37 
(see Figure 5.22 top right) and the National Sports Complex (see Figure 5.33) which was constructed 
approximately 30 years later. Its location, south of Boeung Kak lake, allowed the new urban layout 
grid to extend, uninterrupted from this urban focal point (see Figure 5.21). The diagonal roadways 
that originated from the Central Market were only set out to the west and south. This was where the 
undeveloped topography was located and further demonstrates French colonial methodology: to 
appropriate topography and its associated hybrid spirituality and then re-design the terrain to 
become part of the growing urban layout according to their control (see Figure 5.23). In the plan to 
extend the urban layout west, they protected the established residential quarter to the north and 
their commercial riverside interests to the east (see Figure 5.23). Central Market also gave a further 
reference point to the skyline, deferring to Wat Phnom by one metre. 
 
In the twenty-first century it is now overshadowed in the skyline (see Figure 5.24) but its distinctive 
shape and mass still communicate its hybrid spiritual influence. The original plaza it was positioned 
on has been infilled but the form remains the same. Its spiritual impact continues as the city grows: 
the radiating arms continue to punch urban pathways through space to the west to create an even 
larger urban layout (see Figure 5.25 yellow arrows). Roadways that symbolically originate from 
Mount Meru and its associated spirituality. Like the other urban focal points of Wat Phnom and the 
Royal Palace, the Central Market still evidences a continuity from the pre-colonial era by continuing 
to create spatial spirituality at an urban scale. This longevity demonstrates the expertise of the 
French colonisers to create such an influential masterplan. A plan that allowed (and still does) spatial 
impacts of spirituality but in a controlled manner evidenced in the ring road bounding Wat Phnom 
and the protected riverside.  
 
5.4 The urban layout during the first era of independence  
 
When the colonial era ended, in 1953, the population of the city of Phnom Penh had grown to 
350,000 people. This then expanded to one million people by 1970. The urban layout had to also 
expand to provide the necessary built environment and infrastructure to support these people.  
The prevalent hybrid spirituality and all its associated rituals were once more politically and publicly 
recognised. Control of the evolving urban layout was given, by King Norodom Sihanouk (1922-2012) 
to the French educated but ethnically Khmer architect Vann Molyvann in 195638 who exercised his 
subaltern experience and architectural expertise in relation to his work in the city of Phnom Penh. 
He understood the French colonial masterplan of 1925 (see Figure 5.20) and the role of urban focal 
points within it. He proceeded to develop the city according to its principles whilst applying more 
culturally Khmer inspired solutions to the evolving infrastructure and built environment39.  
 
 

                                                           
36 Further evidence of the influence of Baron Haussman and his late nineteenth century urban design.  
37 The northern radiating arm connected the market to the large inner city lake of Boeung Kak (see Figure 5.25 
location C) culminating at the water’s edge where the landmark railway station was constructed in the tropical 
colonial style: a future gateway to the city. It had several stylistic similarities to the Central Market. 
38 He held the position of chief town planner for the city of Phnom Penh for thirteen years during which he 
designed and masterminded over 100 projects throughout the nation.  
39 ‘Southeast Asia countries never had a tradition of urban planning and design. The traditional Khmer town 
was not planned but consisted of a loosely organised and spontaneous system of wats, waterways and 
houses…Cambodian town planners in the fifties and sixties did not explore the potential offered by examples 
from Angkor or the vernacular style’ (Grant Ross and Collins 2006:131). 
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     Figure 5.26: Norodom Boulevard View AA 1960’s 

           BB       (see Figure 5.25) (Phnompenhplaces 2009) 
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Figure 5.25: Phnom Penh 1971 (The displaced        Figure 5.27: Norodom Boulevard View BB 1960’s 
City 2012)         (see Figure 5.25) (Pinterest 2019) 
 
He intentionally protected the skyline of the city through legislating planning law that prohibited 
high rise construction between Wat Phnom and the Royal Palace40 (by extension this included 
Central Market located between them). This ensured that all three of the urban focal points 
described above and their influence could continue to impact the city on an urban scale. Yet as the 
city grew there was a need for new urban focal points to anchor the expansion and continue to 
presence spatial impacts of spirituality on an urban scale. ‘The impulse for creating these new forms 
stemmed both from a specific will to define an independent nation, as well as from broader regional 
movements towards modernisation and development’ (Daravuth and Muan 2001:vii). Two of Vann 
Molyvann’s projects, the Independence Monument41 and the National Sports Complex, frame and 
perpetuate spirituality at an urban scale in both the vertical and horizontal dimensions within the 
evolving urban layout. These characteristics marked them as new urban focal points in the city of 
Phnom Penh. 
 
5.41 The Independence Monument 
 
The Independence Monument was inaugurated in 1962 and is located at the crossroads of Norodom 
and Sihanouk boulevard (see Figure 5.25 blue detail BB and Figure 5.28 red detail). Vann Molyvann 
designed the decorative monument42 that recreated the Prasat Khmer (central sanctuary of ancient 
Khmer temples) in the urban layout of Phnom Penh.  

                                                           
40 No structure could be built over four storeys. This law remained in place until the early twenty-first century. 
41 This project was referenced in chapter 3 in relation to the topographical element of water. 
42 The concept was inspired by the Arc de Triomphe in the city of Paris and the ancient temple of Banteay Srei 
from the Angkor empire in northern Cambodia. 
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          Figure 5.29: Independence Monument  

    (Dina 2016)  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5.28: Location of Independence Monument  Figure 5.30: Hun Sen Phnom Penh Residence 
(red circle) pre-construction in the 1920’s. Area of   (Coggan 2014) 
Detail F from Figure 5.25 (Daravuth and Muan 2001:7) 
 
In ancient temples, these structures housed the souls of divinities but this monument’s purpose 
would be to symbolically house the soul of the nation in perpetuity (Edwards 2007:251).  
Rather than a Frenchman, it was a Khmer architect who referenced the Angkor empire and its 
spirituality to create a new urban focal point that impacted the urban layout on an urban scale 
through the following connections. Firstly, due to its height it had an immediate connection with 
Wat Phnom - mutually demonstrating a similar spiritual impact. This was validated through being 
located at either end of Norodom Boulevard (one of the main north south roadways of the city) 
accentuating the visual connection (see Figure 5.25 black arrow, red and blue detail, Figure 5.26 and 
5.27). Secondly, its reddish sandstone colour (see Figure 5.29) intentionally referenced the Angkor 
temple of Banteay Srei. This made it visually stand out from the rest of the urban layout and 
enhanced the power of its influence. Thirdly, its form mirrored the form of the Angkor empire 
temples and created an immediate connection with that era. This reveals a clear intention to bypass 
ninety years of French colonialism by trying to explicitly align independence with that golden era of 
Khmer history43. Fourthly, its sculpted lotus flower profile and boundary walls deliberately 
referenced the topographical elements of water: further emphasised through its location on an 
infilled urban water repository (see Figure 5.28 red circle). By extension the Independence 
Monument’s form also referenced the topographical element of the tree and its associated 
spirituality, on an urban scale within the city. This would also have created a further visual 

                                                           
43 This was a connection King Norodom Sihanouk repeatedly tried to make throughout his reign. 
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connection to the sculpted rooftops of the nearby Royal Palace (see Figure 5.28 green circle). Fifthly, 
(similar to Wat Phnom) it anchored a new public park and boulevard (see Figure 5.25 green detail 
and Figure 5.29) in the east of the urban layout where trees and fountains were placed to create an 
area for recreation from the monument to the riverside.  
 
Today, the Independence Monument is still a powerful spatial impact of spirituality on an urban 
scale in the city of Phnom Penh. An example of its continuing influence is the postcolonial political 
approach of prime minister Hun Sen (b.1952; in power: 1985-todate). He followed the French 
colonial methodology of placing his city residence in close proximity to a spiritually powerful urban 
focal point and in the early 2000s, constructed his city residence next to the Independence 
Monument on Norodom Boulevard (see Figure 5.29 black circle and Figure 5.30). By doing this he 
perhaps hoped to spiritually underpin his political power through proximity to where the symbolic 
soul of the nation resided thus publicising his agency in leading the country (back) into 
independence in 1993 after the era of war (Mehta and Mehta 1999:12). To date this location has not 
been as effective as Wat Phnom in validating spiritual political power44. 
 
5.42 The National Sports Complex 
  
Like the Independence Monument, this urban focal point was a further example of King Norodom 
Sihanouk’s agenda to see a newly independent Cambodia increasingly aligned with the Angkor 
empire and its hybrid spirituality within the urban layout of the city of Phnom Penh. It ‘…was not 
only constructed to be used as a mere public space or to host sport events, the stadium was meant 
to be constructed to serve as the symbol of the rebirth of a modern nation which was once home to 
the powerful and thriving Khmer Empire’ (Chanboracheat 2016:10). The National Sports Complex 
was constructed to host the 1964 South East Asian Games but due to the ongoing conflict in Vietnam 
these never happened45.  
 
Vann Molyvann’s contextualised approach can be seen in the National Sports Complex, his largest 
urban project. He intentionally referenced Angkor Wat, the most famous building in Khmer history, a 
massive topographical project from over 800 years before46, stating that ‘…this complex, built on the 
site of an old horse racing track (see Figure 5.20 red detail), derived its rigorous composition from 
Angkorian temple ensembles’ (Molyvann 2003:157). The artificial mountain (see Figure 5.31) of the 
central sanctuary and surrounding landscape inspired the design and construction of the project: a 
twentieth century artificial mountain (see Figure 5.32) at the edge (then) of the urban layout of 
Phnom Penh. In both schemes, huge amounts of earth were excavated to create the necessary 
heights required, and water-filled moats surround, protect and cool the central buildings, in addition 
to providing space for rain water runoff in monsoon season, effectively combining the topographical 
elements of mountain and water and their associated hybrid spirituality. Primary shapes such as the 
square, oval and circle set out the symmetrical layouts of both schemes and on completion each 
project became a place of national collective ritual.  
 
 

                                                           
44 In questions related to locations of spatial spirituality, 0% of the interviewees referenced the Independence 
Monument compared to the 75% of the interviewees who referenced Wat Phnom (see Appendix 5). 
45 The Vietnam War conflict occurred from 1955-1975, so it hosted its first international games in 1966 and has 
been in use for public sports, recreation and gatherings since then, other than during the era of war. 
46 Angkor Wat ‘…contains more stone than the Great Pyramid, and is the largest religious structure ever 
constructed. It is a mandala, a symbolic model of the cosmos and the kalpas’ (Coggan 2015:17). 
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Figure 5.31: Angkor Wat (Stiop 2010)              Figure 5.32: Sports Complex (Photo by author 2015) 

            
The Complex was integrated into the evolving infrastructure by being built on the slashing diagonal 
roadway that emanated from the Central Market’s southern radiating arm (see Figure 5.25, brown 
and yellow detail). This integration into the urban layout can be seen in Figures 5.33 and 5.34. The 
dotted yellow line follows the slashing diagonal roadway through the city grid originating from the 
Central Market at detail CC. The artificial mountain of the National Sports Complex provides an 
urban focal point for the growing city. Its massive form and materiality clearly a symbolic connection 
with the artificial mountains of Angkor and their inherent spirituality. Like the Central Market, 
spiritual characteristics were integrated into a non-traditional worship place, a sports stadium, on an 
urban scale. This modern and progressive project was inspired by the past but also engaged with 
technology and cultural change. Its scale and form, referencing the topographical element of the 
mountain, reinforces connections with other urban focal points of Wat Phnom and the Central 
Market (and by extension the Royal Palace and the Independence Monument). Its scale and 
proximity also connects with Boeung Kak lake and the topographical element of water and its 
associated spirituality. A connection underpinned visually down a roadway that links both locations 
(see Figure 5.33 green arrow). These topographical associations show the National Sports Complex 
as a spatial impact of spirituality on an urban scale in both horizontal and vertical dimensions.   
 
 
 
 
                CC 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5.33: National Sports Complex 1962-64 (Grant Ross and Collins 2005:216) 
 
 



118 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
       CC 
 
 
 
 
              CC 
 
 
 
Figure 5.34: View of the city of Phnom Penh late 1960’s (Grant Ross and Collins 2006:54) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5.35: View south inside the National Sports Complex (Photo by author 2016) 
 
Today the National Sports Complex is considered by some as a ‘white elephant’ because it was never 
used for its originally intended function and its spiritual impact on the urban layout has become 
diluted. In 2000 it was refurbished and the surrounding water filled moats and pools infilled and sold 
for real estate development. In 2019, a cluster of 35 storey apartment blocks now border its north 
eastern edge (see Figure 5.35 red detail) hiding its visual impact, diminishing its topographical 
resonance and blocking connections with the rest of the urban layout. Despite this it is still well used 
and regularly hosts large scale events with a seating capacity for 70,000 people. Like the 
Independence Monument, the location of these two enduring urban focal points was designated by 
Hebrard’s masterplan (see Figure 5.20) despite being built in the independence era. This underpins 
the lack of expertise of Vann Molyvann and his fellow Khmer urban planners to propose a new urban 
masterplan for the city and the ongoing influence of the French colonial era.  
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5.5 Rupture and the era of war  
 
The era of war began in 1970 when Lon Nol (1913-1985) staged a coup and backed by the USA the 
Khmer Republic was established, ‘…ending perhaps 2000 years of monarchic rule’ (Chandler 
1992:94) no king was politically recognised, disrupting the source of traditional power. The 
population of the city of Phnom Penh swelled to approximately two million as people fled the 
provinces where conflict raged. Then on seventeenth of April 1975, the fledgling Khmer Republic 
was defeated and the Khmer Rouge gained and maintained power until the seventh of January 1979. 
Their version of extreme marxism had no place for spirituality or rituals of any kind47 and they 
implemented a programme of systematic destruction; severing the source of traditional 
spirituality48. The city of Phnom Penh was evacuated to approximately 30,000 people, Buddhist 
monasteries were closed, Mosques were demolished, shrines destroyed49, and all churches, 
including the Roman Catholic Cathedral, were pulled down.  
 
The continuity of an evolving urban layout evidenced in the previous eras ceased and existing urban 
focal points were affected. The leader of the Khmer Rouge, Pol Pot (1925-1998), used the old 
Governor’s Residence (see Figure 5.19) as one of his city dwellings and the Royal Palace became a 
prison that kept King Norodom Sihnaouk (1922-2012) under house arrest. All money was abolished 
within the regime rendering the Central Market functionally redundant. The National Sports 
Complex became a place of execution, military gathering and political rally by the Khmer Rouge 
soldiers (Chanboracheat 2016:10). Pol Pot, according to Boswell (2016:114), had verbally ordered 
the demolition of the Wat Phnom pagoda and stupa containing King Ponhea Yat’s ashes just prior to 
the Khmer Rouge’s ejection from the city in 197950. The urban layout’s leading focal points were 
being intentionally transformed to accommodate and perpetuate the Khmer Rouge regime. This 
corroborates Pol Pot’s subaltern expertise in editing and reconstructing Khmer history, analogous in 
part to the French colonial methodology (Edwards 2007:1-5). He understood the Angkor empire to 
be the glory of the Khmer people not of their kings, concluding that ‘…If our people were capable of 
building Angkor they can do anything’ (Pol Pot quoted in Chandler 1992:143).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5.36: Phnom Penh streets 1979      Figure 5.37: National Bank 1979 (Igout 1993:119) 
(Igout 1993:118) 

                                                           
47 ‘The decisive factor is the Party…if the Centre pervades everything, the Party will pervade everything…and so 
will the army and so will the people’ (Chandler 1992:128). 
48 ‘During the Pol Pot regime there is no belief – they killed everyone, including monks and destroyed other 
religious objects, separating the spirits’ (Appendix 7: Interview 04). 
49 This included the Preah Ang Dongka shrine discussed in detail below (Boswell 2016:51). 
50 In its place, an 8m statue of Pol Pot was to be constructed acknowledging flag waving farmers. 
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Figure 5.38: Killing fields (Photo by author 2017)     Figure 5.39: S-21 (Photo by author 2017) 
 
The spatial impact of spirituality on the urban layout of the city of Phnom Penh during the Khmer 
Rouge regime was one of complete rupture: physical and spiritual. The streets were literally emptied 
of people (see Figure 5.36) and symbolic buildings destroyed (see Figure 5.37). No urban layouts 
were drawn and nothing was designed, constructed or created despite the aggrandized 
confabulations of Pol Pot. Today two monuments remain as spatial legacies to the regime’s horror51. 
The first is topographical: the earth of Cambodia. By 1979 across the nation approximately two 
million people had been buried in unmarked graves. These collective graves have become known as 
the killing fields52 (see Figure 5.38). No markers, artificial mountains, trees or water features were 
created to signify a human physical spiritual life. The regime treated people as data and attempted 
to erase unacceptable ones from the earth. The traditional role of the topographical elements to 
evidence spirituality was now redundant. 
 
The second spatial legacy is the S-21 Prison in the city of Phnom Penh also known as Tuol Sleng53 
(see Figure 5.39). Tuol Svay Prey high school was transformed into the S-21 Prison when the Khmer 
Rouge took power. A public place of constructive education was transmuted into a secret place of 
destructive re-education54: people of all beliefs were interred, processed and exterminated. The 
Buddhist mandate to never torture people was ignored, evidenced by inhumane internment cells 
and farming tools reconfigured for cruel purposes. S-21 became an anteroom of death during the 
Khmer Rouge regime. Today it has become an urban focal point on an urban scale but in a different 
way to the ones discussed. It attracts thousands of visitors each year to sensually and spatially 
experience the Khmer Rouge’s ruptured spirituality. Through this it has helped increase the density 
of the urban layout, countering the Khmer Rouge policy of emptying the city in 1975, and boosting 
the local economy of the urban layout. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
51 When the Vietnamese pushed the Khmer Rouge regime out of Phnom Penh into North West Cambodia, they 
protected these monuments and used them as proof to the world of the regime’s atrocities. 
52 The most famous of these is called Cheoung Ek, it is half an hour’s drive south of the city of Phnom Penh. 
53 Tuol Sleng means ‘hillock of the poisonous tree’ (Boswell 2016:118). 
54 People (men, women, children, Khmer and foreign) were dehumanised into data. They arrived at night; 
blindfolded and shackled and all their clothing was removed. They were systematically tortured; confessions 
documented; photograph recorded; and then taken by night to the killing fields to be executed. 
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5.6 The urban layout since 1993  
 
After the era of war, the population of the city55 gradually returned, only to discover another Khmer 
Rouge legacy: the deliberate destruction of all land title records56. Throughout the 1990s and the 
early 2000s massive land-titling and urban planning legislation was necessary to determine land 
ownership prior to developing the urban layout. This is evidenced in minimal changes to the urban 
layout between 1971 (see Figure 5.25) and 2012 (see Figure 5.49) when no significant new urban 
focal points were constructed and ‘…private state properties such as public buildings, public state 
lands and natural resources such as rivers, lakes and wet-lands remained in an unclear title status57, 
creating a favourable environment for encroachment’ (NCSD 2016:32).  
 

We have too many old houses for conservation, so we find it difficult to develop the city. So 
let’s make a new policy…from today on, we have to competitively run up to the sky. (Hun 
Sen quoted in the Cambodia Daily 2004:21st Jan) 

 
At the beginning of the twenty-first century, Prime Minister Hun Sen made a political push to start 
growing the urban layout again. Rather than focus on the domestic scale of conservation, he called 
for vertical urban scale expansion58. He provocatively stated that skyscrapers should be allowed 
anywhere in the city regardless of location or regulation59 because ‘…uncontrolled development is 
better than uncontrolled destruction during the Khmer Rouge’ (Hun Sen quoted in the Cambodia 
Daily 2004:21st Jan). These statements could be seen as a public repudiation of the Khmer Rouge 
policy of rupture (physical and spiritual spatial destruction) and constructive future vision. However, 
Vann Molyvann cautiously responded, saying that he was not against the idea of towers in the city as 
long as the impact of both horizontal and vertical dimensions was taken into account. He advised 
that ‘…such projects should be located an appropriate distance from Independence Monument, the 
Royal Palace and Wat Phnom’ (Cambodia Daily 2004: 22nd Jan), positing that the existing urban focal 
points be respected and, by extension, allowing new urban focal points room to create their own 
spatial spirituality within the evolving urban layout60.  
 
It was only in 2007 that the first plausible expansion masterplan for the city of Phnom Penh was 
created (see Figure 5.40), 82 years since the previous one by Ernest Hebrard (see Figure 5.20). Its 
authorship demonstrated lingering French involvement in urban layout evolution as it was prepared 
by French urban planners from the Paris metropolitan region’s planning agency Institut 
d'Aménagement et d'Urbanisme de la Région d'Ile de France in collaboration with Phnom Penh 
municipality to provide strategic guidance for the city’s development to 2020.  
 
 
 

                                                           
55 Between 1990-2010 the population of the city grew from approximately 0.5 million people to approximately 
1.5 million. 
56 This was symbolic evidence of the regime’s policy of removing power from the monarchy and political 
leaders and placing it in the hands of the people. 
57 This has allowed two decades of land grabbing from the late 1990’s throughout Cambodia; culminating with 
the infill of Boeung Kak discussed in Chapter 3. 
58 At the time the highest structure was Wat Phnom built over 100 years previously. 
59 An example is the the four storey height limit for buildings around the Royal Palace and Wat Phnom. 
60 His call for balance at the start of the twenty-first century went unheard, evidenced by the plethora of high 
rise buildings that dominate the city of Phnom Pen’s skyline in 2018 (see Figure 5.45). 
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Figure 5.40: Phnom Penh 2020 proposed masterplan (NCSD 2016:33) 
 
‘It was an attempt at re-establishing continuity with the colonial and post-colonial tradition of urban 
planning which had served the city well in the past61’ (NCSD 2016:32). For the city to continue to 
evolve it needed new urban focal points to help anchor its expanding urban layout. Vertical 
development was not clearly specified on the proposed 2020 masterplan. However, the plan dealt 
effectively with the horizontal dimension and was used unofficially to help set out the emerging road 
infrastructure beyond the drainage boundary to the west (see Figure 5.47). The new road 
infrastructure was specified in a super grid type layout. Primary roadways (the main traffic 
thoroughfares) arranged in loose, 3-4 km grids (see Figure 5.41). Within these grids nothing was 
zoned and the secondary and tertiary roadways were not necessarily specified. This allowed 
organic/speculative development to occur to the extent of the primary road boundary. This has an 
historic precedent in Khmer culture within traditional settlement evolution where the perimeter of 
the community was established but the rest of the infrastructure allowed to emerge in a more adhoc 
way. Analogous also to the initial layout of the city of Chatamouk (see Figure 5.03) where the canal 
boundary was specified and organic infill allowed. It was only with the advent of the French 
Protectorate that the grid pattern set out the urban layout in detail (see Figure 5.08 and 5.09). This 
super grid typology engages with technological advance, allowing spatial (topographical, cultural and 
symbolic) impacts of spirituality to emerge whilst still maintaining a clear ring road boundary that 
shows what is in the city and what isn’t (see Figure 5.40)62.  
 

                                                           
61 The masterplan ‘…was based on a vision of a multi-polar city for Phnom Penh, integrated by public transit 
systems and adequate infrastructure and public services. The plan provided for zoning guidelines, as well as for 
the regulatory protection of the city’s water bodies, green areas, cultural heritage features, and for an overall 
direction of the city’s future growth in respect of a fragile environment threatened by flooding’ (NCSD 
2016:33). 
62 Such an approach has never had a leading Khmer practitioner and may account for the reluctance the 
council of ministers had to ratify a future masterplan preferring the more organic privatised planning methods. 
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Figure 5.41: Phnom Penh proposed infrastructure     Figure 5.42: The 4 faces region with Phnom Penh 
(JICA 2014)            (Molyvann 2003:124) 
 
5.7 Twenty-first century urban focal points 
 
Since the era of war, new urban focal points have been shaped by what some have identified as 
‘privatised planning’ where a masterplan directing urban development was replaced by 
‘…opportunities for negotiated concessions to large-scale national and foreign groups to invest in 
lucrative real-estate deals and develop discreet and strategically-located tracts of urban territory’ 
(NCSD 2016:33). This approach was politically encouraged in an attempt to rapidly modernise the 
city of Phnom Penh and place it amongst other successful East Asian capital cities63. High-rise 
buildings and apartment blocks have become the new urban focal points of the twenty-first century 
within the urban layout (Baudinet 2018:2). Examples can be found at: Diamond Island (A); Aeon Mall 
(B); Grand Phnom Penh International City (C); Camko City (D and see Figure 5.43), Boeung Kak Town 
(E) and Chrouy Changvar city ((F and see Figure 5.44) (see Figure 5.40 for annotated location of A-
F))64. These are all short term spatial impacts of capitalism65 not spirituality and are evidence of a 
polarisation that has failed to protect the overall urban layout and its topography, housing, heritage, 
function, culture, and spirituality. An architecture dominated by the visual sense that 
overemphasises the power of the vertical dimension (rectangular blocks) to create a spatial impact 
but does not take into account the horizontal dimension or any notion of hybrid spirituality (or 
topographical reference): parameters that made the urban focal points created before the era of 
war so effective within the urban layout. This can be seen as an enduring impact of the rupture 
actioned by the Khmer Rouge.  

                                                           
63 This development approach to city expansion has precedents throughout South East Asia, the Middle East 
and the rest of the world where water has been displaced to create urban layouts and focal points that are 
legible from the air (vertical dimension) but not on the ground (horizontal dimension) (see Figure 5.43 and 
5.45). Their detailed discussion is outside the scope of this thesis. 
64 Seven satellite city projects are scheduled for completion in the next 10-15 years (NCSD 2016:35). 
65 ‘The occupancy of the new real-estate projects seems low, as they are beyond the reach of most 
Cambodians’ (NCSD 2016:35). 
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Figure 5.43 Camko City (World City 2018)        Figure 5.44: Chrouy Changvar city     
        (Khmer Times 2017)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5.45: View west of the city of Phnom Penh from across the river (Prestigia.com, 2018) 
 
This policy of unregulated development has also put pressure on the urban layout’s infrastructure; 
particularly drainage and traffic systems66. It has adversely affected the skyline of the historic city 
centre with many heritage buildings being demolished to make way for larger but nondescript 
replacements67 (see Figure 5.45). In December 2015, the Council of Ministers approved a revised 
version of the 2007 masterplan which was re-titled the 2035 masterplan. Minor amendments 
included were Khmer (rather than French) text; the blue dashed outline of the twelve administrative 
districts; regulations related to lot sizes, floor area ratios, building heights and parking requirements; 
and the infill of Boeung Kak lake. There is notable fear that if there is a continuation of unchecked 
privatised planning into the next decades this could negatively impact the functionality of the city as 
a whole (NCSD 2016). This is already evidenced in the commercial character of recent new urban 
focal points, high rise apartment blocks, that are commissioned by large scale contractors and real 
estate companies. Future urban layout control is increasingly being ceded to a rich minority whose 
priority is not cultural continuity. The result of this is that the spatial presence of Khmer hybrid 
spirituality and influence of pre-war era urban focal points is steadily being diluted form the urban 
layout of the future. 
 

                                                           
66 Even in 2004 it was recognised that ‘…technical difficulties abound for building skyscrapers in the city. The 
soil-type under Phnom Penh requires very deep foundations…and supplying water, electricity and sewage 
infrastructure for densely populated, high-rise buildings would present a problem for Phnom Penh’s already 
challenged urban infrastructure’ (Cambodia Daily 2004:22nd Jan). 
67 The National Sports Complex is at risk of pending demolition and is on the World Monument Fund’s list of 50 
monuments most at risk in 2016. Chinese companies are currently building a new stadium complex on the 
northern outskirts of the city of Phnom Penh for an estimated budget of $100 million. 
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5.8 The Water Festival 
 
The disruption prompted by the era of war and exacerbated in the twenty-first century urban 
planning activity, seems to be intentionally destroying the relationship between spirituality and 
urban design within the city of Phnom Penh. However, there is hope for the relationship to continue, 
and possibly grow stronger. The pattern of continuity and transformation identified in the previous 
two chapters is also relevant here. An example is the Water festival. A ritual that provides a 
continued annual spatial impact of Khmer hybrid spirituality at an urban scale. Throughout its 
repeated observance it has been transformed from literally, memoralising a naval victory, to 
becoming an abstracted celebration of Khmer culture and spirituality where the King becomes a 
temporary urban focal point, at an urban scale, for the three days of the festival.   
 
Water has always had a relationship with the urban layout due to the region’s topography (see 
Figure 5.42). In the fifteenth century (see Figure 5.03), and during the French protectorate (see 
Figure 5.09), a series of canals were constructed and urban lakes infilled to mitigate the impact of 
water and physically evidence power through control of the topographical element of water and its 
associated spirituality. As the city continued to expand more technological methods were 
incorporated and a drainage system was designed and constructed in the 1960’s. Ernest Hebrard’s 
1925 plan specified a perimeter road to the city (see Figure 5.46, orange detail): a boundary to 
designate what was in the city and what was not. By the late 1960s (see Figure 5.25) this edge 
became established as a raised roadway built on a dyke to keep the water out of the urban layout 
(see Figure 5.48). It soon became a physical and spiritual boundary to the city, that kept wild nature 
(and its associated spirits) at bay from the regulated grid.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5.46: Phnom Penh 1925        Figure 5.47: Phnom Penh 2010 Drainage Plan  
(Igout 1993:85)          (Molyvann 2003:116) 
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Seven pumping stations were constructed along its length (see Figure 5.47) to minimise flood risk to 
the urban layout68. Once the nation entered the era of war, there was no capacity to upgrade or 
develop this boundary resulting in the same flood defences remaining into the early twenty-first 
century. Vann Molyvann commented that ‘…this hydraulic system has been virtually without 
maintenance over the last three decades. Indeed, it is astonishing that the system still functions 
today given these decades of neglect’ (2003:125). The boundary line of these defences has become 
so embedded it has set out city of Phnom Penh maps from the mid 1960’s to-date (see Figure 5.49). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5.48: Detail E from Figure 5.25 to show       Figure 5.49: Phnom Penh (Tourism of Cambodia  
road to city perimeter (The displaced city 2012)       2010) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5.50: Water Festival circa 1914     Figure 5.51: Water Festival 2017 
(Montague 2010:245)       (Photo by author) 

                                                           
68 This continued adherence to Hebrard’s masterplan even into the late 1960’s is evidence of the lingering 
influence of the French colonialists on the urban layout in the era of independence. 
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This relationship between water and the urban layout continues to impact the city today. The recent 
infilling of Boeung Kak Lake (see Figure 5.49 black detail) a substantial natural run off for the whole 
city, seems a strange decision for an urban layout so susceptible to flooding69. The constant physical 
presence of water in the urban layout; beneath the ground in the watershed, next to the city in the 
Tonle Sap and above the ground in the falling rain (accentuated in the annual monsoon) has ensured 
its functional, symbolic and spiritual characteristics have endured within the urban layout. One of 
the leading ways this has been recognised has been through celebrating the annual Water Festival 
ritual in the city of Phnom Penh. The Water Festival ritual is thought to have its origins during the 
reign of King Jayavarman VII70 when the Khmer navy celebrated victory on the Tonle Sap lake by 
defeating enemies from the kingdom of Champa in 1181. It was observed by the French 
ethnographer Aymonier, in his 1875 text, during the French protectorate (see Figure 5.50) (2016: 96-
105). The French colonisers believed it to be an interesting three-day Buddhist festival but for the 
Khmer people it was a chance to celebrate their past empire and hybrid spirituality free from French 
censure. The Water Festival was prohibited during the Khmer Rouge regime, and only intermittently 
recognised until 1993, since then it has usually been annually recognised71. Today, of the three major 
national festivals ‘…the Water Festival in November (see Figure 5.51), is a Phnom Penh festival’ 
(Coggan 2015:149). People pour into the city to enjoy the spectacle of the boat races during the 
Water Festival, whereas the city empties as people move out to celebrate Khmer New Year and 
Pchum Bun with family in the provinces72.  
 
The Water Festival symbolically commemorates the Angkor empire; the end of the country's 
monsoon season; the start of the fishing season (Appendix 7: Interview 14); and the reversal of flow 
of the Tonle Sap River73. It is also known as the Moon festival or even the ‘celebration of the Seven-
Headed snake’ (Naga74) and begins on the last day of the full moon75. However, because of the 
variation of the monsoon seasons, the reversal of the river does not always coincide exactly with the 
Water Festival dates. The celebration is a series of boat races in front of the king. Every town and 
province throughout Cambodia joins in, but the biggest celebrations and races take place along 
approximately two miles of Sisowath Quay.  
 

                                                           
69 In more recent times, the Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA) implemented a three phase project 
between 1999-2014 to mitigate flood risk to the city of Phnom Penh. This has been the first substantial flood 
protection work since the mid 60’s. 
70 The Khmer king who constructed the city of Angkor Thom (see Figure 5.02). 
71 In the 2010 Water Festival, a crowd stampeded across a bridge and 347 people were killed (755 injured). The 
festival was cancelled the following three years and again in 2015.  
72 The Khmer New Year festival has been discussed in Chapter 2 but it is beyond the scope of this thesis for an 
expanded discussion about the ritual practice associated with Pchum Bun, the festival of the dead. 
73 ‘This is a unique natural phenomenon. It is probably the only waterway in the world which flows in opposite 
directions at different times of the year. With the arrival of the monsoon rains, there is such build-up of water 
in the main Mekong stream that excess pours into the Tonle Sap river, forcing it to change direction and flow 
back into the Tonle Sap lake in the north of the country’ (Doyle 2012:136). 
74 A serpentine deity in Hindu, Buddhist and Animist tradition that probably references the ‘…king cobra 
named Mucalinda [who] coiled around the Buddha seven times. It sheltered the Buddha from rain and wind as 
he meditated. After the rain, the cobra became a young man and paid his respects to the Buddha’ (Life of the 
Buddha Volume 2 2015:36). The Water Festival is also seen as a sacred tribute to one of the Buddha’s teeth 
that the naga (whose daughter married an Indian prince to establish the kingdom of Cambodia) lost in the 
river depths. According to legend, when the Buddha was cremated, his tooth fell into the river and fell into the 
naga kingdom. 
75 This is the full moon of the Buddhist calendar month of Kadeuk. Cambodians believe that the full moon is a 
good omen which promises a bountiful harvest.  
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Figure 5.52: Typical view of Sisowath Quay parallel to the Tonle Sap river (Photo by author 2017) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
Figure 5.53: Sisowath Quay during the Water Festival ritual (The Cambodia Daily 2014) 
 
The eastern riverside edge of the city of Phnom Penh’s urban layout that was protected from 
development during the French protectorate (see Figure 5.54). Today the topography of the 
riverside edge is a flat public place with some large trees and extensive expanses of hard standing. 
For 362 days of the year it remains under populated76 (see Figure 5.52) but for the three days of the 
festival it is transformed, when approximately two million people travel from every province to the 
city of Phnom Penh and mingle with the city's residents to celebrate (see Figure 5.53). The Water 
Festival creates a temporary urban focal point within the urban layout that has a spatial impact of 
spirituality on an urban scale that by extension reverberates across the nation. 
 
Each boat is traditionally crewed by male77 representatives from villages and communities across the 
country. Victory is believed to bring good fortune for the coming fishing season for the entire 
community. In pagodas throughout the nation, people prepare by either restoring sacred 
canoes/dragon boats or building new ones. The boats are made from the trunk of a Koki tree78  
because the wood is resistant to rotting (see Figure 5.57).  

                                                           
76 This is due in part to temperatures that are frequently above 35 degrees often for four hours each day. 
77 In the 2017 Water Festival approximately five boats were crewed predominantly by women. 
78 The Koki tree has spiritual significance in Khmer tradition as it was within a floating Koki tree that lady Penh 
discovered the five relics that founded the city in 1372. 
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Figure 5.54: Phnom Penh (Geoatlas 2012)     Figure 5.55: Race Course Detail G from Figure 5.54 

Red arrows show race, blue arrows show return 
against the current (Drawing by author 2018) 

 
The decorative bow of each boat is painted with patterns and eyes that symbolize the guardian 
female spirit of the community; which is considered to be the spirit of a young local girl. This is a 
modification from the early Animist practice of nailing actual eyes to the boat. Each boat has a spirit 
offering of incense and flowers on the tip of the bow (see Figure 5.56 blue detail) before which the 
cox will dance and prostrate himself during the race to plead spiritual favour to speed the boat to 
victory. When the boat is finally ready, after three sacred shouts by the crew, they are rowed to the 
city of Phnom Penh to arrive by the full moon. The 2017 Water Festival took place at the start of 
November with over 270 boats competing, each with crew numbers ranging from 40 to 80. Racing 
started around ten am each morning and continued without break until five pm as twilight set in. 
Each race was between two boats of similar type and crew number.  
 
The crews were dressed in bright livery (see Figure 5.51 and 5.56) to be visible from the riverside 
where thousands of people watched and cheered. Each contest started beneath the Chrouy 
Changvar bridge (see Figure 5.55 and 5.58) and raced down the centre of the river (see Figure 5.55 
red arrows and Figure 5.59) where the current and prevailing wind is strongest79. The winning boat 
was the first to cross the finish line opposite the Royal Palace (see Figure 5.55 black arrow). Here two 
stationary scarlet barges with flags were both manned by a steward with a drum. When the bow of 
the winning boat passed the steward, he would bang his drum to signify the result to the watching 
crowds. The winning boat then faced a tough paddle against the current back to the Chrouy 
Changvar bridge (see Figure 5.55 blue arrows) to prepare to race again with another winning boat. A 
sort of knock out competition ensued over the three days that would result in only one boat winning 
all its races and thus becoming overall victor. As the boats returned upriver they would show off to 
the crowds chanting, singing and speed rowing. 
 

                                                           
79 Few crews wore life vests and there was serious risk of drowning if a boat capsized or sunk. 
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Figure 5.56: Spirit offering in bow       Figure 5.57: Koki tree, indigenous to Cambodia 
(Photo by author 2017)         (Photo by author 2017) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5.58: Chrouy Changvar bridge       Figure 5.59: Boat racing at full speed on the Tonle  
(Grant Ross and Collins 2006: 165)       Sap river (Photo by author 2017) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5.60: Light Barge (Photo by author 2017)    Figure 5.61: King Sihamoni at the Water Festival 
          (Sokunthea 2017) 
 
A riotous, joyful atmosphere permeated the riverside as the boat crews and crowds enjoyed the 
festival. Amongst the onlookers were people from every demographic: men, women, children, old, 
young, rich and poor all united in observing the races and participating in the ritual (see Figure 5.53). 
The riverside was packed. There was no explanatory programme for the festival, boats were 
distinguished by colour, speed, number and cox performance. Additional urban services were 
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activated to ensure the event progressed without anyone being hurt. These included temporary 
barriers to control pedestrian flow, vehicular traffic prohibited from the roadway adjacent to the 
river, four man police patrols regularly circulating the crowds, additional portable toilets, and extra 
waste collection. Once each of the first two days’ racing was complete, speeches were made from 
the Royal Pavilion and then fireworks were released. As these exploded over the city, eight 
decorative barges (see Figure 5.60) slowly sailed up the river, facing the riverbank. They presented 
an elaborate light display that articulated messages of hope and encouragement to the watching 
people. 
 
On the afternoon of the third and final day King Sihamoni (b. 1953; reign: 2004-to date) stood in the 
Royal Pavilion, presiding over the finish line and bestowing his congratulations and blessing on the 
race winners (see Figure 5.61). All the boats then passed by the Royal Pavilion on their way back up 
river. They would each defer to the monarch and sing and chant in respect to him. After the final, 
race the king personally rewarded the winners with prize money80. They approached the Royal 
Pavilion by ascending steps up from the river and descended back to it, once remunerated. After the 
prizes were given, all the boats congregated together in the middle of the river to encourage the 
naga to spit out the swelling waters of the river towards the Tonle Sap lake (symbolically reversing 
the rivers flow). Balloons were released, fireworks launched, light barges dispatched and 
celebrations endured throughout the night. This let the naga know it was time to return to the 
depths of the river and ritualistically marked the end of the festival and the monsoon season. 
 
5.81 The King 
 
The topography of the Tonle Sap river and the riverside became temporarily merged within the 
urban layout as the city symbolically extended for three days over the river as national undivided 
attention was focused on the races and on placating the river naga. This was accentuated during the 
three nights of the festival when the fireworks (over the river) and barges (on the river) illuminated 
and activated the river as a public place: there was no riverside/river distinction as only light and 
darkness remained (see Figure 5.60 and 5.69). The topography of the urban layout was temporarily 
transformed through the spatial spirituality created by the Water Festival ritual. 
 
Once the riverside public place was fully populated the topographical elements of tree and water 
and their relationship to people became clearly articulated along both horizontal and vertical 
dimensions (see Figure 5.53, 5.62 and 5.63). The riverside’s horizontality became emphasized 
through no level change from the edge buildings until the sloping edge of the river. The edge 
buildings to the roadway created a strong vertical boundary that accentuated this horizontality, a 
verticality enhanced by trees and flag poles. The topographical element of trees, present since the 
pre-colonial era (see Figure 5.04), created a spatial impact through their presence and associated 
hybrid spirituality. The edge buildings were constructed during the colonial era and evidence the 
protected riverfront in their distance from the river. The flag poles, introduced in the mid 1990s 
(Igout 1993:158), acted as visual markers, highlighting the importance of the location.  
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
80 In 2017 it was said to be $1000 per man in the winning boat. 
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Figure 5.62: Sisowath Quay (Radcliffe 2017)       Figure 5.63: Section through Sisowath Quay 
                 (Drawing by author 2018) 
 
 
                  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5.64: River side public place           Figure 5.65: The Royal Pavilion (Photo by Author  
(Radcliffe 2017)          2017) 
 
This vertical and horizontal emphases to the riverside built environment gave prominence to over 
two miles of riverfront that included the Royal Pavilion where a double height flag pole was present 
(see Figure 5.55 black arrow). These emphases framed the riverside Royal Pavilion in both section 
(see Figure 5.64 red detail and 5.65) and elevation along the Sisowath Quay (see Figure 5.54 and 
5.55). Here the king watched the races amongst his people but raised up on the vertical dimension 
and thus closer to the divinities81. Since the fifteenth century (until recently82), the Royal Pavilion 
would have been the highest point on the riverside extending over two miles (and beyond). 
Physically, spatially and spiritually the king became the focal point of the Water Festival ritual. For 
three days he also became the urban focal point of the city and by extension the focal point of the 
nation. This is underscored in a royal axis that extends from the throne room in the Royal Palace, 
through the Royal Pavilion on the riverside and along the boat race finish line (see Figure 5.66).  
 
 
 
                                                           
81 Surrounding the king were the VIPs and powerful people of the nation, seated in the Royal Pavilion, in 
proximity to him (and his associated power). Figure 5.61 shows the two most powerful politicians of 
Cambodia: Hun Sen and Heng Samrin, flanking the king on his left and right; but slightly behind him. 
82 Recent privatised planning such as the distant high rise buildings (see Figure 5.64) to the south and the 
Sokha hotel to the east (see Figure 5.67 location 1) have diluted the festival’s spiritual impact.  
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  View A 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5.66: The royal axis that extends from the throne room to the finish line and beyond. Red 
detail from Figure 5.55 (Drawing by author 2018) 
 
      Royal Pavilion (4)     Double height flagpole (5) 
         Typical flagpole (3)        Shrine (6) 
          Red barges to finish line (2)  
The Sokha hotel (1) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5.67: Annotated view A (see Figure 5.66) of the royal axis (Photos by author 2017)  
 
The king left the Royal Palace, travelled along Preah Ponhea Yat83 avenue on the royal axis, through 
the public place and ascended the Royal Pavilion (see Figure 5.67 location 4) to watch the races 
before symbolically returning to the Royal Palace on the third day. The axis also continues past what 
is arguably the city’s most important spiritual shrine84 (see Figure 5.66 blue detail and Figure 5.67 
location 6) which was located at the base of the double height flag pole (see Figure 5.67 location 5). 
It then bisected the red barges on the finish line (see Figure 5.67 location 2) and traditionally 
extended to the rising sun in the east. Today the axis is foreshortened by the Sokha Hotel (see Figure 
5.67 location 1), a result of privatised planning in the urban layout that was constructed in 2015.  

                                                           
83 King Ponhea Yat was the first Khmer royal to establish Chaktomouk/Phnom Penh as his capital. 
84 The Preah Ang Dongka shrine houses a statue that was bought from Oudong by King Norodom when the 
capital moved to the city of Phnom Penh in 1865. ‘The worshipping faithful revere the statue …as the 
embodiment of a powerful territorial spirit (Neak Tha) who resides in the statue and protects the city. It was 
destroyed by the Khmer Rouge but quickly rebuilt after the era of war’ (Boswell 2016:48). In the interview 
responses (see Appendix 5) related to questions regarding urban spatial expressions of spirituality, 75% of 
interviewees cited this as the most important urban spiritual site, equal to Wat Phnom.  
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Figure 5.68: Royal Pavilion section along royal axis   Figure 5.69: Only Light and Darkness Remain 
(Drawing by author 2018)            (Photo by author 2018) 
 
In an approach analogous to Hun Sen building his residence next to the Independence Monument, 
the Sokha Hotel seems to be an attempt to appropriate spatial spiritual power by interrupting the 
traditional royal axis. The royal axis underpinned the authority of the king and his relationship to the 
urban layout of city, beyond his palace east to the river and by extension to the west as well. It 
highlighted his relationship with his people who have symbolically gathered from all provinces of the 
nation and amongst whom he experiences the ritual. It also combined the hybrid spirituality of the 
three leading topographical elements of tree (symbolised by the double height flag pole), mountain 
(symbolised by the decorative elevated Royal Pavilion), and water (symbolised by the river) to create 
a spatial impact of spirituality on a domestic scale (see Figure 5.67) that has a ritualised symbolic 
impact on an urban scale (see Figure 5.53). A temporary urban focal point is created that impacts the 
city and by extension the nation. From the Royal Pavilion the king bestowed blessing on the winners, 
conflating himself with the topographical element of water, analogous to the monsoon rains 
bestowing blessing on the people at the future harvest. This part of the ritual displayed the vertical 
dimension of the royal axis. When the winning crews received their prize (see Figure 5.68) only one 
representative from each boat went to receive the rewards from the king.  
 
He ascended the royal axis to the symbolic throne in the Royal Pavilion from the river to meet the 
king. He remained prostrate while monks chanted, then he received his physical blessing (prize 
money) and spiritual blessing (good fortune for the year) from the king. Once rewarded the rower 
returned to the river: physically the same but spiritually transformed.   
 

When expressed in ritual the sociocosmic order is implicitly understood as neither human 
nor arbitrary in its origins; rather, it is natural and the way things really are or ought to be. 
As a medium for expressing values in this way, participants see their ritual activities as 
simply the appropriate response to the existence of God, the presence of ancestors, the 
demands of tradition and history, status, and destiny. (Bell 1997:137) 

 
The Water Festival ritual annually creates the Khmer king as a temporary urban focal point. The 
ritual spatially and spiritually raises the king up so all attention is on him. Each person attending the 
festival in person or watching it on TV; hearing the noise of the crowds, smelling the countless 
picnics and barbeques, or feeling squeezed amongst the crowds becomes sensually engaged in the 
ritual. They become involved in a continuous spiritual ritual within the urban layout, annually 
practised by their ancestors before them, of placating the naga. Every Khmer community is affected 
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as they have dispatched their representatives to compete for glory. If ‘…a community’s attitudes and 
styles of ritualizing are inseparable from their worldview’ (Bell 1997:252) the annual Water Festival 
ritual causes the hybrid spirituality of the Khmer belief system to endure and remain powerfully 
present. Through the ritual, the king becomes a temporary urban focal point that clearly reminds the 
people that he is still the divinely appointed permanent focal point for the nation. Once the ritual is 
complete the king symbolically returns to his Royal Palace, whose physical and spiritual character 
continues to be a permanent urban focal point in the built environment of the city.  
 
5.82 Hybrid spirituality during the Water Festival 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5.70: Detail A from Figure 3.04 to show hybrid spirituality during the 2017 Water Festival 
(Drawing by author 2020) 
 
In chapter 3 the origins of Cambodia’s hybrid spirituality were introduced with the aid of Figure 3.04. 
The diagram above (see Figure 5.70) further elaborates an understanding of the character of the 
uniquely Khmer hybrid spirituality. It shows a specific point and place in time: the three days of the 
2017 Water Festival, plotted along the horizontal axis and the place (the Sisowath Quay in the city of 
Phnom Penh) plotted along the vertical axis. The grey colour relates to the prevalent hybrid 
spirituality (similar to Figure 3.04). Within the three days of the Water Festival (2-4th November 
2017) this prevalent hybrid spirituality has been intentionally examined: its grey ‘skin’ has been 
peeled back to reveal what lies beneath the surface at that point in time. Here the leading spatial 
spiritual themes discussed in the case study above, have been written down in no particular order 
and coloured with their associated spirituality. For example the theme of the ‘eyes fixed to the boats 
on the bows’ has been shaded red as this is an Animistic practice. The theme of the ‘King’s rituals’ 
has been portrayed in blue as these are predominantly Hindu rituals and the Buddhist practice of 
‘monks blessing winners’ has been shown yellow. A number of themes have two or more associated 
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spiritualties, displayed in multiple bands of colour, such as the ‘Koki tree’, which is associated with 
both Buddhist and Animist spiritualties  
 
The following observations can be made. Firstly, it is clear that the prevalent Khmer spirituality is not 
necessarily 95% Buddhist as presented by statistics earlier in the thesis as the themes and their 
associated spiritualties display a varied mix of colour not a dominant yellow. Secondly, an emphatic 
hybrid spirituality is present during the three days of the festival where Animism, Buddhism and 
Hinduism are all present in fluid spatial spiritual practice. This substantiates the assertion of the 
presence of a uniquely Khmer hybrid spirituality within the urban layout. Thirdly, the scale, extent 
and hierarchy of each themes influence is unknown, this is why the diagram is presented in a sketch 
format, edges between the themes are vague, showing mutual influence. The various themes could 
be represented as a ‘spaghetti mix’ to emphasise this but for clarity the layered sketch format has 
been used. Finally, this time and place bound detail from the 2017 Water Festival will continue to 
evolve over time and if one of these themes was abandoned or stopped, for example, dancing was 
no longer permitted on the bows for health and safety purposes then the hybrid spirituality would 
transform within its constituent parts and continue accordingly. Therefore not only is the Water 
Festival a spatial impact of spirituality at an urban scale where the king becomes a temporary urban 
focal point, it is also an event that emphatically celebrates the fluid hybrid spirituality of Khmer 
culture. It allows the many and varied spiritual themes to be spatially expressed along the Sisowath 
Quay and the Tonle Sap river during the three days of the Water Festival ritual. An annual reminder 
to the nation of the underlying presence of hybrid spirituality and its future continuity.  
 
5.9 Conclusion 
 

To all perfection I see a limit, but your commands are boundless. (Psalms 119:96)  
 
During the twentieth century, the city of Phnom Penh has survived colonialism, extreme Marxism 
and war. One of the leading ways it endured was through the intentional value placed on spatial 
spirituality as a design parameter when creating urban focal points to anchor the evolving urban 
layout. These were traditionally manifest in Wat Phnom, the Royal Palace and Ben Decho lake whose 
physical presence, function and character connected with the topographical elements of tree, 
mountain, and water and their associated hybrid spirituality. The French colonisers appropriated and 
re-created these urban focal points by combining their expertise in history, ethnography, urban 
design and architecture. Powerful spatial impacts of spirituality at an urban scale were created in the 
new, larger and planned urban layout of the city of Phnom Penh. These urban focal points were 
similar to their precolonial status but different due to French interpretation and control. Postcolonial 
urban design practice in the first independence era continued to follow the colonial masterplan 
administered by a ‘subaltern’ town planner. New urban focal points were developed in an analogous 
way to the French that combined history, spirituality, urban design and architecture. The 
Independence Monument and the National Sports Complex were created that anchored the ever 
expanding urban layout. The era of war, characterised by comprehensive physical and spiritual 
rupture, truncated this method of urban layout evolution85. Since the era of war, the urban layout of 
the city of Phnom Penh only resumed growth in the twenty-first century. However, this has been 
disrupted and not followed the pre-war era methodology of informed urban focal points anchoring 
expansion but rather it has been entirely commercially driven. A development method of privatised 

                                                           
85 By accident, rather than design, it produced an urban focal point (S-21) that has had an enduring spiritual 
impact within the urban layout on an urban scale. 
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planning has been followed that has produced urban focal points with limited/non-existent 
characteristics of spirituality that are soon made irrelevant by subsequent larger projects. Of greater 
value and enduring impact is the new road infrastructure based on a super grid that sets out the 
expanding urban layout and allows spatial impacts of spirituality to emerge at a variety of scales.  
 
The continuity and transformation of spatial spirituality throughout time provide some hope for the 
future development of the city of Phnom Penh. The presence and power of the topographical 
element of water remains active in the urban layout in both its natural and abstracted state. It has at 
different times been worshipped, controlled or removed but it is still annually celebrated in the 
Water Festival: the temporary ritual conducted on the eastern riverside edge of the city of Phnom 
Penh. This ritual has been continually practised by the Khmer people since the Angkor empire era. 
Through the ritual, the king transforms to become a temporary urban focal point that unites the 
topographical elements; the diversity of scale within the urban layout; and the people of Cambodia 
within the prevalent hybrid spirituality. Today the ritual creates a powerful spatial impact of 
spirituality on an urban scale (and by extension a national scale) that reinforces Khmer identity 
within the city of Phnom Penh. Rupture from the era of war has not negated the festival’s capacity 
to create an urban focal point. It still provides the continuity of coalescing elements, scales, senses 
and emotions that pre-war urban focal points once did. This is evidence of the dynamic hybrid 
spirituality that impacts the urban layout but also mutually influences each constituent part. 
Interviewee 01 (Appendix 7) stated that ‘…urban areas need to have spiritual places or spaces where 
people can go to pray or meditate:’ a call for the agency (role and value) of spatial expressions of 
spirituality at an urban scale to continue within the growing city of Phnom Penh. For this to happen, 
powerful new urban focal points need to be created and spatial spirituality needs to be valued as a 
core design parameter, in both education and practice, by architects and urban designers (Appendix 
7: Interview 08). The temptation to limit them to having only historic or ritualistic relevance rather 
than any future potency in the twenty-first century must be avoided86. The absence of meaningful 
permanent urban focal points within the built environment is starting to be noticed and there are 
concerns that ‘… development may stop people remembering’ (Appendix 7: Interview 11). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
86 This practice was commonly evident within many academic texts and articles researched for this thesis 
(Doyle 2012, NCSD 2016, Grant Ross and Collins 2006, and Vann Molyvann 2003 etc.).  
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Chapter 6: Conclusions       
    

Architecture is an instrument that calls forth the sacred. (Crosbie writing in Barrie, Bermudez 
and Tabb 2017:63)  

The spiritual dimension of a city arises from its capacity to induce and maintain a sense of 
existential and transcendental meaningfulness, connectedness, reverence, authenticity, and 
experience in its dweller, both at an individual and collective level. (Ardalan writing in Barrie, 
Bermudez and Tabb 2017:234) 

I thought, in the past, I never think about all these questions that you asked. But I realised 
that it something that …probably impacts our spiritual life everyday, and we just didn’t 
realise how much in our life that it impact us. (Appendix 7: Interviewee 09) 

6.1 Introduction 

The previous five chapters explored the relationship between spirituality and urban design within 
the city of Phnom Penh. Chapter 1 introduced the thesis topic, clarified terminology, overviewed the 
city of Phnom Penh and proposed the integrated research method of ethnography and 
phenomenology that was undertaken. Chapter 2 presented significant texts related to the thesis 
topic and identified a number of knowledge gaps the thesis findings began to fill. Chapter 3 focused 
on the prevalent hybrid spirituality in Khmer culture and the spatial spirituality precipitated by three 
topographical elements within the urban layout. Chapter 4 discussed two traditional construction 
rituals and their associated spatial impacts of spirituality, and investigated their continuity within the 
three leading housing typologies in the city of Phnom today at a domestic scale. The fifth chapter 
scrutinised the evolving urban layouts of the city of Phnom Penh from the pre-colonial era to-date. 
Urban focal points were identified within each era and their spiritual influence recognised at an 
urban scale. This chapter will present the gathered thesis topic conclusions from previous chapters, 
evaluate their contributions to knowledge, and summarise their relevance. The research 
methodology and actions undertaken will then be reviewed prior to discussing future possibilities 
and research opportunities. The chapter will conclude with a personal endnote.  

6.2 Thesis topic conclusions  

Cambodia is steadily becoming more industrialised and more urban. In 2018, the number of 
people living in an urban environment is just below 25%...the country is undergoing a 
population shift towards urban centres. (Baudinet 2018:13) 

This thesis research was driven by the mandate to explore the relationship between spirituality and 
urban design within the city of Phnom Penh. The findings show that there is a present, powerful, and 
dynamic relationship between spirituality and urban design in the city of Phnom Penh. The 
relationship is continually present because the hybrid spirituality of Khmer culture has endured, not 
just in the pagodas and associated spiritual buildings within the temple complex, but throughout the 
urban layout. The exact character of this hybrid spirituality remains slippery to define, however 
spatial impacts of its temporary and permanent nature within the urban layout at both a domestic 
and urban scale have been identified in the research findings. The concluding maps of Chapter 3 
demonstrated that the three leading topographical elements of tree, mountain and water still create 
extensive impacts of spirituality within the urban layout on the horizontal dimension. They are 
evidenced in their natural and artificial state, as well as their abstracted presence. The concluding 
elevations and sections of Chapter 4 show that the three leading house typologies (the shophouse, 
the villa, and the apartment block) in the urban layout today are still created in adherence to 
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traditional spiritual rituals and present in the vertical dimension. They still establish spatial spiritual 
microcosms within the urban layout, though not quite as effectively as the traditional rural house 
typologies. The concluding case study of Chapter 5 argued that urban focal points are still present 
within the city of Phnom Penh that create impacts of spirituality at an urban scale. Some of these are 
permanent (like Wat Phnom, the Royal Palace, The Central Market, the Independence Monument 
and the National Sports complex) and some are temporary (like King Sihamoni over the three days of 
the Water Festival ritual). The character of the city of Phnom Penh was found to be complex and 
varied because of the integrated relationship between the continuing presence of hybrid spirituality 
and its evolving urban layouts.  

Hybrid spirituality was found to be not just present, but also powerful, as it was appropriated within 
the built environment through domestic architecture and urban focal points to influence the city on 
a variety of scales. Its power continues to affect people within the urban layout through the many 
and varied rituals that are religiously and continually followed. These range from the domestic scale 
within the home (for example praying to the spirits for good luck or cleansing) through to the urban 
scale (for example mass housing construction rituals or national festival rituals like Khmer New Year 
or the Water Festival). This continuing characteristic of power was revealed in the way hybrid 
spirituality can transform space, and be itself transformed, over time within the urban layout. 

The relationship is also dynamic and multi layered as it is not just one spiritual reality that is present 
and being spatially expressed but at least three (that of Hinduism, Buddhism and Animism). The very 
nature of the term ‘hybrid spirituality’ recognises this multivalent character. Its layered presence and 
character has started to be identified through an analysis of the topographical elements, dwelling 
and the urban layout. Its dynamic character continues to evolve and transform over time affecting 
both the urban layout and each component spirituality. This is especially evident when there have 
been disruptions, such as the era of war, which broke traditional spiritual continuity and connectivity 
within the city. This resulted in the widespread practice of infilling inner city urban lakes (like Boueng 
Kak) that diminished the traditional impact of spirituality associated with water in the urban layout. 
However, the dynamic continuity of hybrid spirituality is evident in the growing impact and influence 
of the annual Water Festival ritual in the twenty-first century: the urban layout continues to be 
temporarily transformed by spatial impacts of spirituality.    

In the future the continuity of the relationship between spirituality and urban design cannot be 
assumed in the accelerating urbanisation of Cambodia. The recent eradication of water from the 
inner city, the prevalence of apartment blocks, and the lack of informed modern urban focal points 
are just some of the trends that are starting to dilute Khmer culture and spirituality within the city of 
Phnom Penh. A more balanced and educated architecture and urban design practice is needed that 
takes Khmer hybrid spirituality and its associated rituals, on both a domestic and urban scale, into 
account whilst still engaging with the technological and cultural changes of the twenty-first century. 
This will ensure the continuity of the relationship between spirituality and urban design whilst still 
allowing for its transformation over time within the city of Phnom Penh  

6.3 Contributions to knowledge 

Since this thesis research commenced in 2013, the production of texts related to the city of Phnom 
Penh that focuses on its urban layout and its physical and spiritual characteristics, have been few. 
The thesis research engaged with these themes through the exploration of the spatial impacts of 
spirituality in the city of Phnom Penh. It has produced three primary and two secondary 
contributions to knowledge in addition to some general contributions related to the wider field of 
architecture and urban design. The first three contributions to knowledge are considered primary as 
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they emerge directly from the thesis research. The initial contribution is the identification and 
elaboration of the uniquely Khmer hybrid spirituality. This was found as a present reality within 
Khmer culture that was repeatedly corroborated by other writers and interviewees quoted within 
the thesis research. They recognised that the evidence of spiritual belief and practice within Khmer 
culture does not fit within orthodox academic definition/understanding of worldviews (such as 
Buddhism, Hinduism or Animism) and concluded that a hybrid condition exists. However, the 
character, practice and impact of this Khmer hybrid spirituality on the urban layout has marginal 
written material relating to it. One of the reasons for this, is that it was found not to be delineated 
by a single scripture or definitive text and therefore has no single origin or point of reference. 
Several scriptures within the Buddhist and Hindu tradition start to describe it but it also involves the 
senses and the emotions in practice and action that is passed on by word of mouth, tradition and 
ritual within the spaces of the urban layout. This underpins the importance of rituals to presence its 
continuity and change throughout time1. The regular re-enaction of the ritual evidences continuity 
but each re-enaction is never either identical or the same as there are always minor changes in 
expression. These rituals have continued and been transformed by, seven eras of time and an 
evolving hybrid spirituality from the pre-Angkor era until the twenty-first century.  

The second primary contribution to knowledge is the recognition that spatial impacts of spirituality 
have been and still are a core urban design parameter in the city of Phnom Penh. The thesis research 
found that Khmer hybrid spirituality affected the urban layout of the city at both an urban and 
domestic scale through: topographical elements; the leading house typologies; urban focal points; 
and several rituals. These findings revealed an indivisible pervasive spiritual impact across the entire 
urban layout that varied in presence and intensity in both the horizontal and vertical dimensions. 
These locations emerged through the thesis research and their relevance underscores the value of 
engaging with spatial spirituality when designing and planning the city of the future. The final 
primary contribution to knowledge is the expanded role of topography and how it has been, and still 
is present within the city. The characteristics of Khmer hybrid spirituality were understood through 
informed research into the topographical elements; their natural, artificial and abstracted presence 
within the urban layout. The findings evidenced that both the seen and unseen impacts of their 
abstracted presence seems to make the most significant impact in the urban layout today. Spirit 
houses, pagodas and purification rituals continue to powerfully establish spatial impacts of 
spirituality that also interconnect and mutually influence each other. This highlights the significant 
role that topographical elements can have in any evolving urban layout. A role that includes their 
natural, artificial and abstracted presence.  

Two further contributions to knowledge have transpired from the thesis research. These are 
secondary as they elaborate the field of urban design related to the fabric of the city at a variety of 
scale. The first of these is an enhanced understanding of the evolution of Khmer domestic 
architecture. The cultural tradition of Khmer domestic vernacular architecture and its integrated 
spirituality was analysed through the thesis research. This revealed the current transformation this 
domestic vernacular tradition is undergoing, as it is transposed from a rural to urban context. The 
typological analysis and interview responses showed the need and desire for Khmer cultural 
continuity, as evidenced in Vann Molyvann’s work. How these typologies and their associated spatial 
spirituality continue to engage with the urban layout is an important issue for architects and urban 
designers of the future to consider to ensure the endurance of tradition, culture and spirituality, 
while still engaging with technological advances. The closing secondary contribution to knowledge is 
a greater understanding of South East Asian urban design. The thesis research made a balanced 

                                                           
1 A notion introduced in relation to Heidegger’s theory of the fourfold in chapter 2 Literature Review. 
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presentation, analysis, and discussion of the urban layout of the city of Phnom Penh from its origins 
until the twenty-first century. This was demonstrated in the way both the past and present condition 
of the urban layout was evaluated. It was also present in the scrutiny of scale, where the spatial 
spirituality created by large projects (urban focal points) and small projects (house typologies) was 
examined, and their impact observed at both an urban and domestic scale. The tangible urban 
layout, topography (natural, artificial and abstracted) and invisible, perceived, spatial impacts of 
spirituality were investigated and their mutually dependent relationship was explored.  

Further general contributions to knowledge within this thesis are relevant in the wider field of 
architecture and urban design and could prove to be a catalyst in practice, education and research. 
The thesis affirms the presence, continuity and powerful relationship between spirituality and urban 
design in South East Asian cities recognised by Perez Gomez (2016:11). Each chapter recognised the 
agency of spirituality to influence space and implicitly advocates for it to be a core design parameter 
when planning the urban layout of the future city of Phnom Penh. This could occur through local 
architecture (particularly domestic vernacular architecture), heritage directives and urban planning 
policy to ensure the protection of urban focal points and the development of new ones. These 
contributions to knowledge also challenge non-Asian architecture and urban design practice that has 
frequently diminished the role of spirituality in the twentieth century, to consider its potential in the 
design of future urban layouts around the world. The recent call for architectural education (and by 
extension the profession itself) to engage with spirituality is responded to by the thesis research. My 
hope is that these findings will inspire Khmer architectural students who are passionate about 
further study into the agency of their culture and spirituality within the city of Phnom Penh to 
pursue this at both a Masters and Doctorate level. The thesis research could also encourage Khmer 
academics to research and publish more frequently and by extension for all architects and urban 
design professionals to engage with the spatial impacts of spirituality within urban layouts to better 
inform future action and continue to contribute to knowledge.  

6.4 Research methodology review 

The research methodology pursued an approach that integrated ethnography and phenomenology. 
My embedded access into the culture of the city of Phnom Penh gave the opportunity to then 
observe the influence of spirituality within it over time. These observations of how the unseen 
phenomena of spirituality acted transformatively upon objects and spaces, either temporarily or 
permanently, were then recorded. The unhurried time taken to become embedded in the Khmer 
culture was essential: to live and work within the city of Phnom Penh and build relationships with 
local people created invaluable insight into the prevalent spirituality. In addition, learning how to 
speak, read and write the language was necessary to further understand the culture. 
Phenomenology enabled rigorous engagement with the unseen phenomena of hybrid spirituality 
and its spatial influence. Senses, emotions and perceptions were observed and documented in order 
to determine the character, impact and extent of spatial impacts of spirituality. This approach also 
informed the evolution and development of the questionnaire which provided crucial primary data 
as a diverse group of twenty Khmer people2 shared their personal experiences, observations and 
perceptions of spirituality on a domestic and urban scale within the city of Phnom Penh.  

Although I was an embedded participant observer of Khmer culture, I always remained an ‘outsider’ 
to the culture. This was clearly evidenced physically in my contrasting ethnicity and height; 
linguistically in my limited access to local language and its idioms; and culturally as I had minimal 
experience or knowledge of local spatial spirituality. This affected the data collection, particularly the 

                                                           
2 See Appendix 5 for expanded detail on the diversity of the interviewees.  
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semi-structured interviews which I conducted personally (face to face), in both negative and positive 
ways. My physical presence may have influenced an interviewee’s response to a question as they 
could have seen me as a threat and restricted or inflated their responses accordingly. In contrast, my 
presence at times encouraged them to think seriously about themes previously not engaged with. 
An example of this was after interview 13, the interviewee affirmed my questionnaire focus on 
Khmer culture and spirituality: areas he felt needed research. Language most certainly influenced 
the interviews: many Khmer words, idioms and phrases have no direct English counterpart and 
meaning has at times needed to be surmised from responses. Repeatedly I had to translate the 
Khmer response into English to grasp its meaning and will have subconsciously added my subjective 
understanding of the English words to the interviewee’s response, thus corroborating the 
perspective that the outsider can never be fully objective (Clifford and Marcus 1986:18 and 19). 
However, such limited communication can be seen positively as the interviewees’ responses needed 
to be refined in order to be accessible by me, the outsider. It could be argued that the English 
cultural lens through which I observed Khmer culture would reduce the depth of insight gleaned 
from some of the interview responses, largely through ignorance. Yet this same lens allowed me to 
have a keener observation on the spatial impacts of spirituality that would normally be taken for 
granted through over familiarity within Khmer culture. An example of this would be the connection 
between the form of the ubiquitous spirit house and that of a tree discussed in chapter 4. In all 
observations of Khmer culture I was an embedded outsider. This particular perspective allowed me 
to be sympathetic in my research practice as I could strategically introduce western concepts, such 
as critical thinking and analysis, into isolated conditions within the city of Phnom Penh that resulted 
in thesis findings that are a positive contribution to knowledge. 

Upon consideration, the research methodology could be improved in the following five ways: further 
knowledge relating to the fields (and precedent studies within the South East Asia Region) of 
ethnography and phenomenology would help refine the approach. A Postcolonial approach could be 
more intentionally explored in the relevant eras to further understand the Khmer belief system and 
the spatial impacts of spirituality produced as a result of the French protectorate. A broader 
experience of the city of Phnom Penh and more participant observations of the rituals held within it, 
particularly Pchum Bun, could contribute additional primary data. Additional Khmer language 
learning would increase vocabulary, grammatical proficiency and understanding of local idioms. This 
would facilitate a deeper and fuller communication through the semi-structured interview process. 
Finally, additional semi-structured interviews could be undertaken to expand the quantity of primary 
data gathered and perhaps considered to be actioned online to reduce the impact of the ‘outsider’. 
However, within the time and physical constraints available the research methodology approach 
proved to be effective. It enabled the collection of considerable primary data which could be clearly 
presented, analysed and discussed, resulting in findings that were legible, despite at times being 
physically invisible. The thesis research proves that the research methodology undertaken could be 
used as a precedent approach for research into other urban layouts throughout Cambodia, the 
South East Asia region and around the world. 

6.5 Future possibilities 

The contributions to knowledge articulated are not exhaustive and reveal future research 
opportunities. There are some gaps in knowledge that this thesis research has not been able to fill as 
they were beyond the scope of the research but they now present themselves as options alongside 
other possibilities for further study. Not all topographical elements were able to be discussed as 
extensively as the three chosen for this thesis research. In particular, an analysis of the topographical 
element of sunlight and its agency would have helped elaborate the thesis research. Not all 
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spiritualties were able to be discussed in depth within the specific context of the city of Phnom Penh, 
notable absentees were Christianity, Islam and Vietnamese spirituality: a hybrid of Confucianism, 
Taoism, and Buddhism (Boswell 2016:251). These also have spatial expressions of spirituality within 
the city of Phnom Penh that has yet to be researched in detail. Two extremes of scale were studied 
within this thesis research: the large scale of the urban layout and the small domestic scale of the 
house. There was limited discussion on the medium scale of the neighbourhood or community 
positioned between the two. A more detailed study of this medium scale would further elaborate 
the character and impact of spatial spirituality within the urban layout and could explore the spatial 
dynamics that occur when different spiritualties are located side by side. Parts of the primary data 
were in the Khmer language that needed to be translated into English, a particular example of this 
were the twenty semi-structured interviews. Certain nuances and meanings would have been lost in 
translation. Further linguistic research on the Khmer language would help expand the findings of this 
thesis and perhaps reveal additional ones. The thesis was written and presented in the English 
language but for it to effectively influence Khmer people and culture then a Khmer language version 
would be necessary. This translation process could also be explored in the future. In addition, the 
contributions to knowledge revealed by this thesis research could continue to be researched, 
developed and tested in architecture and urban design strategies in cities throughout Cambodia and 
beyond.  

6.6 Personal end note  

Be still and know that I am God; I will be exalted among the nations, I will be exalted in the 
earth. (Psalms 46:10) 

At the start of Chapter 1, three reasons were shared that prompted this PhD thesis research. The 
first was the lack of urban design literature that focused on twenty-first century South East Asian 
cities. As discussed, this thesis research makes a contribution to knowledge that starts to provide 
more resources for South East Asian urban design and readdress the imbalance. The second reason 
was the city of Phnom Penn itself. While living there, I was daily aware of how spatial impacts of 
spirituality were fully integrated into the built environment of the urban layout. Spirituality was not 
a superficial adornment to functional or historical architecture, rather it was treated as a core design 
parameter for the twenty first century. This comfortable integration of the physical and spiritual 
realms in urban design challenged me to study this phenomenon and the findings of the thesis 
research corroborate this perception. It has shown that topographical elements, ritual, scale and the 
built environment are integrated within the urban layout to create potent spatial spirituality, 
evidenced in the case study of the Water Festival ritual. The third reason was to make a contribution 
of knowledge specifically within the field of Khmer architecture in order to facilitate and inspire 
future practice and research in Cambodia. This has partially been achieved through the research 
findings but as identified already, to achieve maximum effectiveness this thesis will need to be 
translated into the Khmer language. 
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Appendix 2: Chronology of Kings       
 
Post-Angkor empire royal line        
 
Chaktomouk Era (1431–1525)     Kingdom of Cambodia (1431-1863) 

Ponhea Yat    1421 – 1463   
Noreay Ramathipatei    1463 – 1468  
Reachea Ramathipatei   1468 – 1477  
Soriyotei II    1472 – 1477  
Thommo Reachea I   1474 – 1486  
Srey Sukonthor    1486 – 1512  
 
Longvek Era (1525–1593) 

Ney Khan    1512 – 1516  
Ang Chan I     1516 – 1566  
Barom Reachea I   1566 – 1576  
Chey Chettha    1576 – 1594  
 
Srei Santhor Era (1594–1620) 

Preah Ram I    1594 – 1596  
Preah Ram II     1596 – 1597  
Barom Reachea II    1597 – 1599  
Barom Reachea III    1599 – 1600  
Ponhea Nhom    1600 – 1603  
Barom Reachea IV   1603 – 1618  
 
Oudong Era (Dark Age of Cambodia, 1620–1863) 

Chey Chettha II    1618 – 1628  
Outey Udayaraja   1628–1642  
Thommoreachea II   1628–1630  
Batom Reachea   1640–1642  
Ramathipadi I   1642–1658  
Barom Reachea V   1658–1672  
Chey Chettha III   1672–1673  
Kaev Hua II   1673–1674  
Padumaraja III   1674  
Chey Chettha IV   1675–1695, 1696–1699, 1700–1702 and 1703–1706  
Outey I     1695–1696  
Barom Ramadhipati   1699–1700 and 1710–1722  
Thommoreachea III   1702–1703, 1706–1709 and 1738–1747  
Satha II     1722–1729, 1729–1736 and 1749  
Thommoreachea IV   1747  
Ang Sngoun    1749–1755  
Ang Tong     1755–1758  
Ang Ton    1758–1775  
Ang Non    1775–1779  
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Ang Eng    1777–1796  
Interregnum: 1796 – 1806  
Ang Chan    1806–1834  
Ang Mey     1834–1841  
Ang Duong     1841–1860  
 
Modern Cambodia (since 1863)             French protectorate of Cambodia (1863–1953) 

Norodom    19 October 1860 - 24 April 1904  
Sisowath    24 April 1904 - 9 August 1927  
Sisowath Monivong   9 August 1927 - 24 April 1941  
Norodom Sihanouk   25 April 1941 - 2 March 1955  
 

  Kingdom of Cambodia (1953–1970 & 1993-todate)  

Norodom Suramarit   3 March 1955 - 3 April 1960  
Norodom Sihanouk   24 September 1993 - 7 October 2004 (abdicated)  
Norodom Sihamoni  14 October 2004 - Incumbent  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



157 
 

Appendix 3: Flags of Cambodia1         
      
 
 
 
 
 
 
1) Kingdom of Cambodia (Pre-1863)    6) Democratic Kampuchea (1975-1979) 
 
 
 
 
 
      
 
2) French Protectorate of Cambodia (1863-1953)  7) People’s Republic of Kampuchea 
(1979-89) 
 
 
 
 
 
      
 
3) Japanese Occupation of Cambodia (1945 Mar-Oct)  8) State of Cambodia (1989-1991) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
      
4) Kingdom of Cambodia (1953-1970 and 1993-todate) 9) UNTAC (1991-1993) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
           
5) Khmer Republic (1970-1975) 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
1 All flags sourced from https://www.crwflags.com/fotw/flags/kh_hstry.html 
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Appendix 4: Research Questionnaire         
       
All your answers will be part of the data collection for PhD study that is exploring the relationship 
between spirituality and urban design in Phnom Penh. 
 

01) What is your name? 
02) What do you do? 
03) Where do you live in Cambodia? 
04) How long have you lived there? 

 
05) What do you understand by the word ‘spirituality’? 
06) In what way do you see spirituality in the spaces and places around you? 
07) Why are some places or spaces more spiritual than others? 
08) Are there any edges or boundaries to spiritual spaces? (and what are they?) 

 
09) In what ways does the city have or show spiritual space? 
10) In what ways does the house have spiritual space? 
11) In what ways do you believe and practice this spirituality in your daily life? 
12) What rituals are important in your spirituality? 
13) In what ways does nature feature in your spirituality? 
14) Who are the most important people in your spirituality (and why)? 
15) What symbols are important in your spirituality? 

 
16) In Cambodia what do you think is the most spiritual place and why? 
17) In Phnom Penh what do you think is the most spiritual place and why? 
18) In the future how can this spirituality continue? 
19) Are there any other types of spirituality in Phnom Penh?  
20) Do these other types have spiritual spaces too? what are they? 

 
21) Do you have anything further to add? 
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Appendix 5: Questionnaire results, coding and categorisation    
01 Participant Information: 
Nationality: Khmer x20 
Gender: Male x14  Female x6 
Age:  20’s x6 30’s x3 40’s x7 50’s x1 60’s x2 70’s x1 
Occupation: University Lecturer, Architect, Historian, Archaeologist, Civil Servant, Language 
Teacher, Chemistry Teacher, Architecture Dean, Architecture Student, Business man, Head Monk, 
Young Architectx2, English Lecturer, Govt. worker, Housekeeper. 
Spirituality: Christian x6  Khmer Buddhist x11  Agnostic x3 
 
02 Codes 
 
The key words used to code the interviews were selected from the interviewees responses to the 
questions. Words that were frequently and repeatedly used in ongoing interviews and used to 
establish patterns or themes. When an interviewee repeated a key word three or more times this 
was tagged as an ‘emphatic reference’ and the amount of these has also been noted. The codes 
have been categorised into four categories: A) Personal spirituality B) Natural spatial expressions of 
spirituality C) Domestic spatial expressions of spirituality and D) Urban expressions of spatial 
spirituality in the city of Phnom Penh. Within each of these categories the most common response is 
listed first. This information was then used to elaborate discussions in the leading chapters of the 
research thesis.  
 
03 Categories of Codes 
 
A) Personal Spirituality: 
Local Territorial Spirits     18 references (2 emphatic) 
Hybrid spirituality (eg. Hindu and Buddhism reference) 11 references (2 emphatic)  
Ritual       10 references 
Prayer       9 references 
Jesus       7 references 
Self       6 references 
Buddhism      4 references 
Tattoo       2 references 
Power       2 references 
 
B) Natural spatial expressions of spirituality: 
The forest/tree/Bo Tree     16 references. (3 emphatic)  
The Mountain      10 references. (1 emphatic)  
Water/lake      7 references 
Fire       2 references 
Cave       2 references 
 
C) Domestic spatial expressions of spirituality: 
External spirit house     13 references (1 emphatic) 
Entrance internal spirit shrine    12 references (1 emphatic) 
Ancestor spirit shelf shrine (on wall)   11 references 
Jumneag Phteah specific reference   8 references 
Neak tha specific reference    8 references 
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Achaar specific reference    3 references 
Yantra eaves spirit cloth     2 references 
 
D) Urban layout spatial expressions of spirituality in the city of Phnom Penh: 
Waterfront shrine opposite Palace   15 references (3 emphatic) 
Wat Phnom      15 references (2 emphatic) 
Pagoda/monastery (non-location specific)  11 references 
Royal Palace      3 references (1 emphatic) 
Church       2 references 
Abandoned Buildings     2 references 
Angkor Wat (Not in Phnom Penh)   7 references 
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Appendix 6: Sand mountain folktales2         
 
Folktale One:  
A sailor who went on a sailing trip one day found a white sand mountain on a beach. He stopped and 
gathered all of his business partners to build the sand mountain as a stupa and started to pray. Then 
they offered a flower to the sand mountain and walked around it three times to show respect and 
honour before continuing their trip. As a result of this gesture, they all went to heaven for several 
lives (generations). Then they were born as human and they became kings. At the end, the sailor 
enters into Nirvana.  
 
Folktale Two:  
This is about a boy Komjil Ksach (lazy sand boy) who liked to build a sand mountain every day at the 
beach. When the supreme God sees this, he awards the boy with a beautiful princess. The boy later 
became a king with the princess as his wife as a result of building the sand mountain.  
 
Folktale Three:  
Once upon a time there was an old fisherman who fished for a living since he was a young boy. He 
killed and ate all kind of fishes and never performed any good deeds.  
 
One day, a monk who knew about this situation, felt sympathy for the fisherman and wanted to help 
him do good deeds. So the monk waited in the path of the fisherman with an alms bowl hoping that 
the fisherman would offer rice to the monk as a good deed. In the morning, the fisherman carried a 
harpoon and a wrap of rice on his way to find fishes as usual. As he passed by the monk on his way, 
he initially declined to offer his rice to the monk. When the monk kept on asking for some rice, the 
hunter then agreed to offer part of his rice to the monk.  
 
Years later, when the fisherman passed away, the king of the devils took him to interrogate about 
his past life. The Satan asked the fisherman if he had done any good deeds when he was alive. The 
hunter said he had never done any good deeds. Then the Satan threw him into the fire of hell. But 
instead burning in the fire, the fisherman was rejected by the fire. The Satan was shocked so he 
asked again if the fisherman had ever done any good deeds. As the hunter saw the orange flame, he 
was reminded of the orange robe of the monk and told the Satan that he once gave some rice to a 
monk. Then the devil said if this is so, he can go to heaven for one week and on the eighth day the 
devil will get him back to hell to pay for his sin.  
 
Then the hunter was born in the heaven as prince named Anaknang Lokaksen with great wealth and 
had a wife named Sovann Orei. As Anaknang enjoyed his life on the sixth day, he remembered the 
Satan's words about the eighth day and started to worry. His wife saw his sad face started to ask him 
why he was sad. After hearing the story, she told him not to worry since Buddha said that those who 
have sin can build a sand mountain. The result of the good deed of building the sand mountain shall 
relieve that person from the sin. So Anaknang built the sand mountain and completed the ceremony 
by the seventh day.  
 
On the eighth day, the Satan came to call on him. But his wife came out to answer the call. She told 
the Satan that her husband had performed the building of sand mountain ceremony and all of his 

                                                           
2 These three folk stories have been quoted from the following source: http://www.cam-
cc.org/calendar/newyear.php 
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sins should be relieved. If the Satan wanted to take her husband to hell, the Satan must count all the 
grains of sand from a cup. If he finished the counting, he can take her husband. The Satan thought 
that it would easy to do and agreed to count the grains of sand.  
 
From the morning until the evening, the Satan continued to count the sand from the cup. He noticed 
that the pile of sand that he already counted was piled into a mountain as tall as a palm tree but the 
sand in the cup stayed about the same. Then Satan realized that he would never finish the counting 
so he gave up and left without Anaknang.  
 
Anaknang continues to live in heaven for the rest of his life, enjoying his wealth and the company of 
his wife…This is the fruit of good deeds from performing the sand mountain ceremony. 
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Appendix 7: Interview Transcripts         
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Interview 01: Khmer Male Mid 30’s 
 
I think we’re recording. Okay great. Thank you Lokru for doing this interview.  
You’re welcome. 
 
Firstly, what is your name?  
My name is Phal Piseth.  
 
What do you do?  
I am a lecturer at RUFA.  
 
Where is RUFA?  
RUFA is near the National Museum in Phnom Penh.  
 
Where do you live?  
I live in Sen Sok District, in Phnom Penh.  
 
How long have you lived there?  
Just a year.  
 
Where did you live before that?  
I lived near Sovanna Shopping Centre. 
 
In the middle of town?  
Yeah. 
 
What do you understand by the word, “spirituality”?  
Based on my experience, spirituality is about finding the way to connect, to try to connect, to God. And in my experience, 
sometimes I need to speak to them, want them to know about my sadness, my difficulties, my thoughts. And then, after 
that, I want them to give us, or provide us, with some help or some clues to navigate Earth – to solve problems.  
 
Who do you speak to?  
Mostly, like in RUFA, I speak to the stupa next to the office. I speak to them sometimes – speak secretly – and sometimes, I 
speak out loud – and pray on the special days.  
 
In what way do you see spirituality in the spaces and places around you?  
Sometimes I don’t know but it’s something about feeling. The feeling – I got the idea from ancestors, or relatives – old 
people – that try to advise us to do something good. It’s a kind of belief, from one generation to the next generation. We 
believe. It’s about feeling. And sometimes we think it is reasonable. Sometimes reasonable, because sometimes we don’t 
know how to speak, or who to speak to – so in order to release, we need to speak it out. However, even though we don’t 
have any feedback, we try and release and feel good.  
 
Does that have to be in a place or a space? Is there any place or space in which you feel this is easier than others, or is it 
everywhere?  
For me, I have two. One, is we need to speak in that place; it’s like a place that has a statue of Buddhist, or maybe in a big 
tree that has spirits in there, so we speak directly in that place. And in another, we try to speak it secretly wherever we are. 
In Khmer, we call it sela-toa – we feel like we can’t release, can’t connect, can’t let them know what we are.   
 
You started to mention it – why are some places more spiritual than other places? 
I think it depends, because some places we know – for example, in our village or in our house.  
 
Okay… Why are some places and spaces more spiritual than others?  
For this question, I think it’s about the hierarchy. Because even gods, they have big, medium, and small. From what I 
understand, for example, in a big tree, maybe the spirit is bigger because the tree is bigger than another. In Khmer, we call 
Bo tree, the tree where Buddhist made [detect] – so if the tree is big, than the spirit is more than the small one.  
 
Are there any edges or boundaries to spiritual spaces?  



165 
 

This question is also related. For example in RUFA, we have many places in RUFA, but the boundary may be around RUFA’s 
walls. 
 
So the actual wall would be the boundary?   
For example, in a house, maybe the spirit is also around the house’s walls. What I think is, it’s not depend on it’s – maybe it 
can be big, maybe it can be small.  
 
The boundary?  
Yeah, the boundary.  
 
You mentioned about the tree – does nature have a relationship with spiritual space? Just an extra question – you 
mentioned the tree – are there any other parts of nature that are important?  
About the tree, I think it depends on how big and how small. For example, in the tree types – so the tree type is normal, 
but if have one that is unusual, so, the unusual one becomes like a spiritual place. It becomes, it will have a god or some 
spirits live there. They believe that.   
 
In what ways does the city have spiritual space? In what ways does the city, like Phnom Penh, have spiritual spaces?  
Let me give an example. For example, in front of the Royal Palace, it is special because it has a special, like, four rivers from 
each other, and it becomes what we call Chattomukh River. And next to that place, it has that one place that is very 
famous, because during the war, when American World War II bombed that place – but it was not destroyed. Many people 
came to that place to hide. 
 
This is in front of the Palace?  
Yes. In front of the Palace, we call Preah Ang Dorngkeu – very famous and many people believe that and they got luck. 
They got good, they got something that they prayed. So in the city, I mean, maybe because of the natural form of the city 
that have one unique place in the city.  
 
Are there are other places that are spiritually important in the city?  
For me, I think Preah Ang Dorngkeu is more famous that Wat Phnom – about the belief, it makes our dreams come true. 
Like if we have a difficulty and we pray, and finally – however, it goes good, it goes better than before, so everyone on 
every, in Khmer we call Thgnai Sul – we go there and we try to get the water and we feel good, and also brings us luck.  
 
Is that the little shrine next to the river?  
Yes and have like a house.  
 
Is there a spirit there?  
Yes.  
 
Is it the Neak Ta? No?  
Neak Ta is related to Chinese. In Khmer we don’t call it Neak Ta.  
 
So what would it be called?  
We call it, like, god. We call Preah – God. Powerful for that area. So if have something like, have bomb, but around there, 
it’s okay. Everyone is safe.  
 
Is there a boundary to that safety? Where is the boundary?  
Maybe it’s…I’m not sure, but maybe it’s also bigger, maybe 10 or maybe 100 metres around there – safe.  
 
Like a zone.  
Yeah, like a zone.  
 
In what ways does the house have spiritual space?  
In the house, we believe also has the spirit. When our ancestors pass away, we build a spiritual place to meditate inside the 
house.  
 
Inside the house? 
Inside the house. I have inside the house and my wife has inside her house. We have relatives. We call it in Khmer, Jum 
Neang Pteah, another Jum Neang Pteah inside the house.  
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The Jum Neang Pteah isn’t an ancestor?  
No no, it’s not the ancestor, but the one that takes care of the house. In Khmer, we believe, a little bit like Chinese, a little 
bit Brahma Buddhist. Like three – we have outside, inside the house we have ancestors, relatives, and also the one that we 
go from the front entrance. We need to design, what we believe, we need to design something that face to the outside. 
Every house, every people request this design.   
 
The spirit house faces the door?  
Yeah, faces the door. Every house, every hotel. We believe that.  
 
Why is that important?  
Because the house protects us. What we experience – if something happens bad, they will give us clues, like in a dream. 
We dream about it, and then, it’s coming true but it’s not exactly that tell us. They tell us...[It might not be exactly the 
same, but it is like a clue.] 
 
Giving clues.  
Giving clues. I experience that a lot – give me a clue, so I need to figure it out – what’s happened.  
 
You said there’s three – so there’s the spirit house to the ancestors –  
Yeah, ancestors, Jum Neang Pteah and then the other outside the house. Do like…tevoda. 
 
What do they do?  
We have three – two inside the house, one for like [higher], related to Chinese, one for relatives – and the other, in Khmer, 
tevoda, but the design should face to the living room.  
 
Okay. And what is its purpose?  
Like to protect. But we have three.  
 
Oh I see, so you have one, which is facing the living room. Is it on the boundary?  
On the corner of the yard. 
 
On the corner, the…?  
Yeah.  
 
And then you’ve got the Ancestor Shrine, and then the Jum Neang Pteah – but the Jum Neang Pteah protects the house?  
Yeah also inside and the tevoda outside.  
 
Where is the Jum Neang Pteah? Does it have a spirit house?  
Have a spirit, but is inside.  
 
Does it have a shrine?  
Yes, something to pray. 
 
So that has a separate shrine to the ancestors – but where is that located? 
In front of the door. Ancestors’ is upstairs. Higher. 
 
Oh I see, so the ancestors are upstairs   
Yeah, higher than Jum Neang Pteah. Jum Neang Pteah is on the ground and relatives –first floor.  
 
And the Jum Neang Pteah protects the house inside and gives you clues if there’s something wrong. The shrine for the 
ancestors protects the family, does it?  
Also protects and give us peacefully.  
 
And the one outside protects the outside of the house. Wow that’s a lot of protection. You’ve answered this a little bit – 
in what ways do you believe and practice this spirituality in your daily life? So, day by day, how do you practice your 
beliefs? 
I’m not really practice everyday, but for special days – like every Thgnai Sul.  
 
Thgnai Sul – when is that? Is it every week? Or every religious…?  
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Religious day. So we need to pray. 
 
Pray to the shrine, is it?  
And take fruits. For my father, he do it every religious day – never forgets.  
 
In one month, how many religious days are there usually?  
Not sure, but, maybe like four. Four days. Four times a month.  
 
I’ve asked you this – in what ways does nature feature in spirituality? You mentioned trees, but [are] there any other 
forms of nature?  
Like special form of, like, a small phnom. We believe that it has a spirit inside. We can see that the ones that is an unusual 
shape, interesting from others.  
 
In Cambodia, what do you think is the most spiritual place and why?  
For me, I think in Siem Reap. Because Siem Reap has a lot of temples, a lot of kings build. And it is huge, it is an urban area 
there. I think, because at that time, they have successful for territory. I think that Siem Reap.  
 
In Phnom Penh, where do you think the most spiritual place is?  
In Phnom Penh, for Wat Phnom, it is a historical place related to religious – but not really strong, like I said, Preah Ang 
Dorngkeu, in front of Royal Palace, because it is close to four rivers, a special place.  
 
Which is nature as well, isn’t it? The four rivers.  
 
In the future, how do you think this spirituality can continue?  
I think it will continue because every people, every nation, needs to have spirit or belief in order to inspire them to reach 
their goals and never give up. It gives us power inside – in our feelings, in our emotions. We need them to encourage us to 
go even harder. But we pray.  
 
Last couple of questions – are there any other types of spirituality in Phnom Penh?  
We have other types but [I do] not really know all. We have mountains – it’s like Wat Phnom – the temples, or pagodas on 
the top. And then like the Preah Ang Dorngkeu, inside Royal Palace has like a pagoda, which is also famous – also popular 
for people – but also for only kings, not really open to the public. We have trees, and natural forms, like small mountains.  
 
Are there any other spiritual spaces related to Cambodia? Different types of beliefs, do they have different spiritual 
spaces? Different belief systems that you are aware of?  
For me I believe in Buddhist and Brahma – I don’t know in English. The other is related to Chinese belief, like three.  
 
Like a hybrid. 
Like a hybrid together. Also, sometimes Christians also have – it’s also reasonable, some cases, also need to consider, also 
to believe. The purpose is like, to encourage and to inspire us to reach our goals, and try to motivate, or something. 
Convince. If, sometimes we want to give up, but if we think of God, of the spirits, we have power inside. In our feeling and 
our feeling, our willing – try to get up and go.  
 
Okay great. Anything further you’d like to say?  
I think urban areas need to have spiritual places or spaces where people can go to pray or meditate. It can become a 
historical place, also for tourist interest.  
 
Great, thank you very much. Thank you Lokru Piseth.  
 
Just to continue – we had a little bit of conversation at the end – I’ll tell you why. Lokru Piseth is just saying that Boeung 
Kak would be important. Why would Boeung Kak be an important spiritual place?  
I think the first one, because it [is a] natural form of geography, because it remains for maybe a long time ago, so many 
things live there. It becomes a spiritual thing, like I said, inside Boeung Kak – inside water, in the deep water, they have 
many kinds of fish, we don’t know. It is many time ago. So the fish also become spiritual fish. We also consider it as a – for 
Khmer people, fish also – it’s spiritual, or has maybe something spiritual inside. Or maybe something big, or have a long 
time age, long time ago, so many things inside. Maybe it becomes a spiritual thing. They could protect.  
 
Right. So protecting people – but now, Boeung Kak has been infilled. Is it still a spiritual place?  
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No longer.  
 
Oh do the spirits go, do they?  
They go. The spirits go because the people do not believe in them.  
 
Oh because the people haven’t believed in them?  
People believe but I think…government. Because not people. The decision belongs to the government, so if the people do 
not believe in them, they go to somewhere else. 
 
Right, so they’ve left that place. So that place is no longer spiritual.  
That place is no longer spiritual. It depends on people believing.  
 
Okay, thank you for that little extra.  
 
Interview 02: Khmer Male Mid 40’s 
 
Thank you Lokru Penghy for doing this interview. Let us begin.  
 
What is your name?  
My name is called Trek Penghy.  
 
What do you do?  
I am an Architect and Urban Designer and Assistant Lecturer of Urban Design at Royal University of Fine Arts, Department 
of Architecture in Phnom Penh.  
 
Where do you live in Cambodia?  
I live at my house, number 376 Street 371 Pesay Market at ____Thom village _______ Mean Chey, Phnom Penh in 
Cambodia.  
 
How long have you lived there?  
I have lived here since 1993.  
 
What do you understand by the word “spirituality”?  
Yes, of course, I know the word “spiritual” is abstract. You cannot see the proof or evidence – very difficult to – but I know 
this word very well.  
 
In what ways do you see “spirituality” in the spaces and places around you?  
I see the spirituality in open space and places along my home, such as my home rean tevoda, the house of spirits, and 
under big trees.  
 
Why are some spaces or places more spiritual than other places or spaces?  
Yes of course. Because there are some places or open spaces that spirits like. Angkor Borei at Takéo Province, and Sambor 
Prei Kuk at Kampong Thom Province, and at Angkor Wat, Siem Reap Province, including former Khmer empire state in 
Southern Asia, at Phnom [Rue], Pouthisat Province, at Pi Mai at Nakhon Ratchasima Province in Thailand, and there are 
three towers of Siam at Lopburi Province, and have one more at Wat Phu at Champasack Province, at Laos – Republic of 
Laos.  
 
Are there are features of these spaces – any characteristics – that make them spiritual?  
Actually, in frontier, or border for the spiritual spaces, like the hills, humanity, and heaven. Hills, humanity, and heaven – 
these are the frontiers or borders of spiritual spaces.  
 
So these frontiers – so each of those examples you’ve told me – here, here – would these have these kinds of 
characteristics?  
The characteristics like the hills – hills, that means the forest – there are a lot of big trees – so the spirits, they stay at there. 
But for humanity, like, we have, see, look like the spirit houses, the house of rean tevoda or spirit houses, we can see 
around here, but for humans. But for the heaven, we can see in the sky, the people believe – when people [are] part of it, 
people always dream of heaven. 
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You mentioned about edges – what are the edges? How do you define where a space is spiritual and where it is not so 
spiritual? What is the edge?  
The edge? According like around me, I see it looks like the house of spirit or rean tevoda – I can see it around my house. 
But at the far from my house, I can see it at next to the pagoda – we can see the big tree from my house. This is the border, 
the edge, from my house to the Ministry of Royal Palace, around three or five kilometres, in front of the Ministry we see 
the Vishnu – Preah Ang Dorngkeu – the building for Vishnu in front of the Royal Palace. And Wat Phnom pagoda also – far 
from Ministry of Royal Palace to Wat Phnom pagoda, about two kilometres, we can see the spirit top of the mountain of 
pagoda also.  
 
So the space is – the limit. What is the edge to the space? Do you understand? So the Royal Palace has a spirit, Wat 
Phnom has a spirit, but where is Wat Phnom’s spirit – is the zone?  
According area. According area the people believe, like, Ministry of Royal Palace has the Vishnu. Have the sculpture or 
scepter in front.  
 
And that protects the Palace?  
Yeah, far from Ministry of Royal Palace, you can see the Wat Phnom pagoda. So according to the place.  
 
So it is up to what people believe, whether they are in that area or not?  
According to the area have the sculpture, like a big Buddha or Vishnu, or something like that. Big tree also. We can have 
evidence to prove.  
 
So that is why for your house, you have a spirit house, because you are far away from the Palace, so that spirit house 
protects your house.  
Yes. The rean tevoda, or house spirit, only protects for my house. But far from my house, protect the other area.  
 
Number nine – in what ways does the city have or show spiritual space?  
Actually this place in the city acts as a spiritual space in front of the Ministry of the Royal Palace, and Dorngkeu Vishnu.  
 
That’s the one next to the river?  
Yeah, next to the river you can see the columns still, higher than the Royal Palace, and see the plaque of the Vishnu. And 
under, we can see the actual building and have the sculpture or scepter inside of Vishnu. So people said that there has a 
spirit from Vishnu also.  
 
Are there any other areas – so there’s in front of the Royal Palace – are there any other areas in the city that show 
spiritual space?  
From Ministry of Royal Palace there are another place, like the Wat Phnom pagoda, they have also. Every week, every 
Buddha Day, people always went to there and pray and request something, from the good luck from the spirit at the Wat 
Phnom pagoda also. The same as Ministry of Royal Palace, same with the Vishnu Dorngkeu.  
 
In what ways does the house have spiritual space?  
Actually for the house, or rean tevoda, around 50 or 60 centimetres, but for the Vishnu in front of the Royal Palace, two 
metres or three metres bigger than a rean tevoda, no more.  
 
For the house, are there are other spiritual spaces? There’s the tevoda – but is there other spiritual spaces in the house?  
Yes, actually the space has the spirit inside the house or spirit, or house rean tevoda.  
 
How about inside the actual house that people live in? Is there a spiritual space inside the actual house itself?  
Actually I have the rean tevoda outside my house also. But small, not big. About 60 centimetres also. In front of my house – 
next to my house.  
 
Do you have anything inside your house?  
Inside my house I have one for my ancestors. Keep the bones of grandparents also, when they passed away, I have a place 
for them.  
 
Where is that place inside your house? 
Actually, in the middle of the house. We prepare the space for the flowers, for the fruits, something like that.  
 
Is it on the floor or is it raised up?  
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Actually, the higher on the floor, around one and a half metres on the floor.  
 
Oh, so on the wall. 
On the floor, [over]. At least two metres higher than our head. [We can pray].   
 
In what ways do you believe and practice spirituality in your life?  
I have spiritual faith in my daily life, such as, making the offering of flowers every Buddha Day and fruit in Khmer New Year, 
and Pchum Ben also. In Cambodia, every week have the Buddha Day. And Khmer New Year – every April, from the 13th 
until 16th [of] April, there is Khmer New Year. And Pchum Ben, only October to November, before the Pchum Ben [Khmer] – 
but very special for the ancestors. They are to [find] – at least when the pagoda for praying, for Pchum Ben, very important 
– but for the Khmer New Year, only three days.  
 
In what ways does nature feature in your spirituality?  
How do we draw the features in my spiritual, such as monasteries and wildlife. I am [mutual].  
 
How does wildlife feature?  
For example, there are a lot of forests, so they have spirits inside the big trees, something like that. But monasteries, we 
have the big trees next to the pagodas or something – we believe that there are spirits in there also.  
 
Number 13 – in Cambodia, what do you think is the most spiritual place and why?  
In the country I think that it was the most spirit in the forest and Angkor City and Wat Phnom pagoda because the house of 
the gods. Therefore the creator of the earth, something like that.  
 
In Phnom Penh, what do you think is the most spiritual place and why?  
I think in Phnom Penh, I think that the most spiritual place, like the Ministry of Royal Palace, and in front of Dorngkeu 
Vishnu, or Wat Phnom pagoda. There are two of them in Phnom Penh. I think so, because every week for the Buddha Day, 
the people always go pray and buy something – the flowers, the fruits – for the gods.  
 
In the future, how can this spirituality continue?  
The spiritual – the future – how they can continue [is] through the existing from ancestors to next generation, of parents 
and to the child, the spirits that follow.  
 
Are there are other types of spirituality in Phnom Penh?  
There is another kind of spirituality in the capital, such as in front of the Ministry of Royal Palace, at Dorngkeu Vishnu, and 
Wat Phnom. 
 
Are there any other ways of belief?  
The other, they can believe in like the big tree or pagoda, the other areas, but mostly at the Ministry of Royal Palace and 
Wat Phnom pagoda.  
 
But these are the kinds of the Khmer Buddhist or Animist belief systems, but are there other belief systems?  
Actually this is from [Cambodian] history – from history, believe of the Vishnu until after from first century until seventh 
century, and after that changed from Vishnu to Buddhism, but right now still believe the Vishnu also.  
 
Do these types have spiritual spaces too, and what are they?  
Wat Phnom and Ministry of Royal Palace, in front. Dorngkeu Vishnu. They call it Preah Ang Dorngkeu – that means the 
Vishnu. Believe the Vishnu.  
 
The final question – do you have anything further to add?  
 The other type of open space – such as in the air, on the earth, and underground I think. And number eight, I see the 
spirituality in open spaces and the places around me, like the house rean tevoda, and under big tree, and I have add more 
about my personal. I had a dream to see the bad things when I work at Koh Kong, and sleeping in a hammock, and the 
ghost [pulls] both legs until conscious. I had a bad dream – slipped in my house, and broken both legs until the pain, every 
month [the ghost], pull my legs, shakes until I wake up.  
 
Did it break your leg?  
Yeah, until it broke. Looks like the top of my foot.  
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You had a spiritual experience, how often does that happen?  
Midnight, one or two o’ clock, I have a problem until I wake up. 
 
Every night or every week or every month? How often?  
Every month, at least two weeks. When I sleeping, it always look like real people but I don’t know how to say.  
 
Is that because you sleep at the top of your house or the bottom of your house? 
Actually, I have the others on the basement on the ground floor. I always sleep on the first floor alone, but I am not afraid 
of the ghosts. But my nephew, my niece, my youngest sister is afraid, but for me I am not afraid, because the ghosts are 
not real people. [I am afraid of thieves who steal because they are real people] But I have one more experience. My 
grandparents of my father passed away a long time. After civil war – after 1979 – the oldest sister of my father, they keep 
the bones. Nobody knows. After that the youngest sister of my father had a dream, where my grandfather told the 
youngest sister before dig to find the bones, you burn, at least three sticks, before the dig. After that she can find it. 
Nobody knows where is the location. I have another story. My youngest sister of my father also. She dreamed of some men 
who told her that you can go to dig gold or diamonds under the big tree. After that when she wakes up, invites her 
husband to dig – [and after dig, but actually the gold for the gold give, you don’t say the change from gold. When you say 
change from gold, change to the steel. Not gold, to the steel. This is my youngest sister also.] 
 
So one of the sisters found bones and the other one found gold, is that right?  
Yes. We believe the spirits are real in Cambodia.  
 
They help them to do that. 
I have another story. My classmate, the girl student, during civil war, and after civil war, her mother passed away. After 
that, her father married her stepmother, but her stepmother and father don’t know about the gold also. But the mother 
kept the gold and diamonds under the big tree, but her husband didn’t know. But the spirit told her, my friend, the girl 
student, and after that, she burned the sticks, and before the dig, she burned the sticks, and after that, she found the gold 
and diamonds.  
 
The three sticks? 
Yes, burned the three sticks. In Cambodia – I don’t know how to say – it is very “deep” about the spirits in Cambodia. You 
see the other stories, the name of the Khleang Moeang, the general commander of the, before, during the Angkor Wat, 
pre-Angkor Wat also – the strong general during fighting with the enemies, like Vietnam or Thailand. When he was still 
alive, and after then, and committed suicide by himself, and after that he became the ghost army, and after that the 
fighting with the Vietnam and Thailand army, but the Thai army and the Vietnamese army don’t know that they are 
fighting with the ghost, with the spirit – until now, you see. You see the spirit is very “deep” in Cambodia. I don’t know how 
to say.  
 
Yes, deep belief systems. Well great, thank you. You’re very interesting and really helpful. Thank you very much Lokru. 
 
Interview 03: Khmer Male Mid 70’s 
 
What is your name?  
My name is Son Soubert.  
 
What do you do?  
Actually … the most activity I like is to teach history of art at the University of Fine Arts, Faculty of Archaeology. I have been 
teaching there for many years since 1993, but I didn’t want to get any salary because I have some other functions from ‘93 
to ‘98, I was the second vice president of the National Assembly. And ‘98 to 2010, I was a member of the Constitutional 
Council, appointed by His Majesty King Sihanouk. So during that period I have been teaching until 2007. I don’t know the 
reason why they didn’t want me to teach anymore, but maybe because I am in the opposite side of the political spectrum. I 
do not agree with the government, especially the Cambodian People Party and their dealings, neither for the period ‘93 to 
‘98. But in 2007, they didn’t need my teaching anymore, and then after that, after some years, they asked me to go back, 
so I start around 2010 or 2011, I don’t remember. Presently, I am teaching and also training and teaching professors, 
because our faculty doesn’t have all the curriculum that we need as a Faculty of Archaeology and History of Art. I have to 
train one of my former students for History of Art of India, and then for some many years I taught Champa, that’s the 
kingdom in the middle of the central of Vietnam actually. Then Java, Indonesia. Now my lady is taking over. I taught her 
many years and we are collaborating. And now, I am in the process of teaching the history of art of Myanmar, and then 
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Rayavadee, the [monster] of Thailand, and Laos. And then I told him, then I will stop. I will not continue because I need to 
rest. I am aged now.  
 
Wow that sounds interesting. I’ve read a little bit about the Indianisation of Cambodia. Have each of these countries 
influenced Cambodia in the same process?  
We have relationship between these countries, especially Champa, because it’s next door. And Java also, at some point, 
before, at the end of the pre-Angkor period, we have some problems with Java. At the time, you know that Funan ceased 
to exist at the middle of the 6th century, and was taken over by the Chenla, that’s what the Chinese called. And then in the 
7th, 8th century, it was ruled the whole Cambodia – Funan and so on – was ruled by the Chenla. By the 8th century, the 
Srivijaya maritime power controlled Sumatra up to central Java, and many other islands, and may have a, most of the time, 
make some [rest] to the southern part of Champa, which is close to Chenla, near Cambodia.  
 
Wow, that is great. I need to stay on course, because I’ll be very interested to talk with you about that at some point, 
but I need to –  
Yes. Well I’ve been living in Cambodia, Phnom Penh, I was born here, in 1942, and I remember when I came back because 
of this exile, we didn’t agree during the Vietnam War, especially when it spilt over to Cambodia, my father was shuttling 
between Phnom Penh and Paris to try and find a solution of reconciliation with King Sihanouk but as a small power we 
couldn’t do anything because since ‘73 the Americans started a good relationship with the Chinese, so when they withdrew 
from Cambodia, they left a gap – someone has to fill it – no one else has the regional power beside China could fill it, 
because suppose the Vietnamese Soviet, and we had the Khmer Rouge with the Chinese, ‘75 to the end of ‘78.  
 
Were you in Cambodia? Were you away during those years?  
Yes. First I went to make some research in the south of India from ‘72 until ‘74. Then I came back in ‘73 when my 
grandmother died. My maternal grandmother died. And then I went to Paris to present my work on southern India, on the 
monography on Pallava temple in Kanchipuram, and then the prominent professor Jean Filiu was my mentor, asked me to 
make research on Greek temples in India, so that’s what I did. So I came back to Paris to present my work to the – I was a 
student of a L’ouvre school, linked with music …. So I, fortunately for me, I stayed in Paris, and when the Khmer Rouge took 
over, my father was fortunate also, because he was on his trip to have a last attempt for reconciliation. So during ‘75, the 
Khmer Rouge time, until the Vietnamese invasion, we were in Paris. My father led on what we called a general association 
of overseas Khmer in order to [centralize] the public opinion. In the US you don’t have to talk about Indochina, because 
they don’t want to hear. In Europe, it’s a bit the same. Everyone was supporting the Khmer Rouge, especially the leftist 
intellectuals. It’s very hard for us to [centralize] the public opinion on the violation on human rights because they believe 
more in the Khmer Rouge and what they have been hiding and doing. That means violation of human rights. So with that 
association, we were not allowed by the French authorities to make any political activities. When you imagine that France 
is the country that they call recipients of the [addition] for human rights, it’s a bit questionable. And at the same time, 
when we formed this association, the French allowed Ayatollah Khomeini to make public political statements against the 
Shah of Iran – so there is a double standard.  
 
So when did you return to Cambodia?  
I returned after the Paris Peace Agreement except as I told you in ‘73, when my grandmother died.  
 
What do you understand by the word “spirituality”?  
Since I have been, as I told you, dedicated by the Jesuit school, and also I have been with my research in the south of India, 
I was in touch with all these spiritualties in India, like Makrishna, like Aurobindo – all these big, great masters of southern 
India. And of course, we have been taught at the Jesuit school that human person is not only intellect, is not only physical – 
we have a heart, and we have a mind and spirit – so we have to develop all that at the same time, as we were taught at 
that Jesuit school. In sixth form, we learned Latin. In fifth form we learned Greek. So we were told that mens sana in 
corpore sano – that means, “healthy body, have a healthy mind”. Therefore they do not develop only the mind without the 
body, because we have to make all these [sports], and we were taught all kinds of [sports]. And spirituality, of course, my 
father wanted us to share everything at the Jesuit school and learn everything the other French students are learning. So I 
also participated. We had courses on Christianity from a Catholic point of view, and mind you, I got the first prize on that 
matter. My French colleagues, comrades, they were abashed by this.  
 
So would you still hold to that definition today, as you learned as a child?  
Well with a better understanding, when I went to India, and read a lot of books like Sri Aurobindo, and Makrishna, and all 
these philosophies – Shankaracharya, Ramanujan, and so on. And we, of course, I have tried all kinds of methods of yoga, 
except Raja yoga, which you have to have a master. And yes, so, this formation of the Jesuit school is also the continuation 
of what Europe was experiencing – humanity, humanism – of the sixteenth century, when they discovered Greek and 
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Rome, and so on. And the purpose of human, the formation of the human person, is all that – I mean physical, heart, mind, 
and of course, spirituality. I don’t know how to define spirituality because you can have a material sphere and you can 
experience this kind of thing, because you can easily have access. But spirituality is another experience. But maybe you 
know Blaise Pascal? He’s a French 17th century scholar – scientist also – because he is the one who made the measurement 
of altitude. And also he is a Christian philosopher. He wrote a piece of thoughts – le pensé in French – and he made all 
kinds of arguments, I mean intellectual arguments, so that the one who do not believe in God, for example, would 
understand. But finally he said that this is not enough. You have to kneel down and experience. So this is a kind 
of…spirituality is not only reasoning – you have to experience by physical means, and get abstraction from the material 
understanding and so on. So spirituality is not experience, [just] personal experience first.  
 
This is one of the reasons that I asked the question – because I think that it is a very hard word to define. And for 
different people it seems to be a different thing, and so, this is where I’m exploring these very fascinating answers. In 
what ways do you see spirituality in the spaces and places around you? You started to talk about physical, but how can 
it be seen in the spatial as well?  
If you refer to the Indian spirituality, well as you know Buddhism, we don’t believe in God. But you can experience the 
spiritual way – they, because for the Buddha, there is no need to talk about what could be the ultimate experience, when 
you would walk off all kinds of obstacles. What do you mean obstacles? It means things that obstruct your view – your 
sight of the truth. And he compared that to the forest – if you go into the forest you cannot see the other side of the forest. 
It’s a bit like Socrates – Socrates, when he was in the middle of the cavern. It’s written in the republic of Plato. Plato 
compared Socrates to a prisoner, kept in a cavern. And what he sees as reality, it’s the burning fire which projects shadows, 
people who walk behind him, may have projections of shadows on the walls of the caves. And there are many other people 
like that, with Socrates. And he is the one who breaks away from his chains and then he tries to experience other things, 
and he realizes that what he sees is just fire and shadows of people. And then he wandered around and at some point he 
discovered the access to the higher level. And then when he climbed up the mountain, he experienced light. And of course 
he was blinded. But then little by little, he get used to the light of the sun, and he saw the sun, so that [developed] the 
reality. When he experienced that, he came back and told his companions about what reality – it is not the fire burning in 
front of them, but there is [another] reality that you have to have some kind of own process to go and reach that. But they 
don’t believe in him and killed him. Socrates was killed. So this is a lot of kinds of definition of what is spirituality. And a 
final – the Buddha said the same thing – you have to get rid of all these obstacles – I mean forests – that blind you in some 
way. And when you make all these … so you can discover the reality and then you walk by yourself, you don’t need his 
[dharma], what he is teaching, you don’t need his teachings anymore. He compared that to the crossing of the river, on a 
raft, which represents his [dharma], his teaching. But when you reach the other side of the reality – spiritual reality – then 
you don’t need to transport again because you have reached the other side. Then you choose your own way – that’s what 
the Buddha said. The same thing for the Indian philosophy. The final goal is, liberation – total liberation. In the stage of life 
of every man, you have the first stage – learning. This is, in Indian way of life, philosophy of life. At the age of seven, the 
child leaves – especially boys, they leave their parents, and especially their mother, because their first teacher is the 
mother. And they leave, they go to Ashram, and the teaching is from the Brahmin. And they learn – what they learn is to 
liberate themselves from ignorance, the [dharma] – the law, the education, the knowledge – to get rid of the ignorance. So 
they liberate themselves from ignorance. When they finish that stage, what will they do? They have to acquire wealth to 
liberate themselves from poverty. They have to entertain, because in Indian society, a boy or a man has to entertain his 
parents – if he is married, his wife and children. So, the Buddha did the same thing. Then when you have wealth, you can 
have a family. You are liberated from the prison of poverty – then you experience another stage of psychological 
experience. That means you have to experience. You have the means for that because you are rich. You can afford 
pleasure, activities – like you can go to the cinema, go dancing – especially sexual liberation. If you restrain yourself and so 
on, to obtain sanctity, holiness, you are inhibiting your psychology and psychological liberation. You need to experience all 
that. It’s part of knowledge too. But when you have all that, you have to liberate yourself from the final liberation. It’s from 
what you have learned, the wealth that glued you down with pleasure, and the experience of pleasure activities. So the 
final stage, you have to liberate yourself from all that. You know St. Francis of Assisi? He did the same experience. He is 
also from a wealthy family, and at some point he was fed up with all that and he get rid of all the material richness – even 
his own clothes, and so on. He went away naked. So this is a bit of the same experience. And when you get rid of all that, 
because all that is also hindrance to your own experience. You can experience that yourself, if you have a lot of money, you 
have a lot of temptations, doing this doing that, and you never give up. Like the teaching of Jesus, that young man who 
could not get rid of his wealth.   
 
Would you say the process is more important than the space? You’ve shared the similarities of these different thinkers 
and belief systems of spirituality.  
You have your space frame – in Buddhism, in Christianity, Hinduism, et cetera. Islam I’m not sure. You see like Rama 
Krishna, he’s from the master of Vivekananda, in the beginning of the twentieth century. He experienced the three 
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religions. He really wanted to know how the Christians lived. He lived the way of the Christians, and then the way of the 
Muslims. And he said that you can attain liberation. The Indian[s] call [it] moksha – the same way.  
 
So moving on to the next – would you say that there are some spaces or places that are more spiritual than others or 
not?  
You know that in Indian philosophy, it is said that the divine is everywhere. Everywhere. So he can express. Even Jesus said 
that when you are gathered together in a place and you pray to him, he will be among you. That means that the divine will 
be among you when you think of the divine. The space is divine.  
 
Therefore, are there any edges or boundaries to spiritual spaces?  
If you talk about sacredness of space, that is different. Because, as a matter of fact, when you talk about sanctuary, or 
temple, it is from a Greek word, from tomos – that means to cut. You cut a space to make it sacred. And sanctuary, the 
same – secare in Latin, from the root word secare, to cut. Same thing. A temple is a space that you cut from other spaces to 
make it sacred. Like, for example – there are different concepts of temple and sanctuary. Because in Java for example, a 
sanctuary is also dedicated to the ancestors. So the temple is at the same time, when they cut the space, is for the 
ancestors. And the god can come down from above. If you want to talk about spaces, it’s more linked with the sacred 
spaces, not spirituality.  
 
But there is a relationship between the two, which...  
Yes. It’s like you are capturing some kind of spirituality in that space. Meaning like that is alright also. That space is sacred 
in opposition with the outer space, which is for everybody – all the activities that [are not consecrated] as sacred.  
 
But I do think that what you’re sharing is, this is kind of off [script], but the idea that there isn’t a specific space that is 
more important spiritually, but from what I understand, sacred space is maybe a place to focus on a certain type of 
spirituality – for example, a Buddhist temple, or a Christian temple. Is the actual space more – there’s something more 
significant about it – and what is the character of that – or is it just a decision – “this is a space that we will worship at”? 
In our sacred space, people go to pray. That means they accumulate their prayer, their devotion there. There is something 
in the atmosphere, much more than what is outside, which is dispersed by different activities. The same thing with Hindu – 
but in the Hindu philosophy, all human activities can be sacred. That means we don’t separate it like in the west. What you 
call profane and sacred. Everything is sacred. Even your sexual activities are part of your spirituality. I explained to you the 
four stages of life. The same thing concerning social, it is the same thing also – social activities. For example, ladies that you 
exclude in the West from the social activities as a prostitute, and so on. In India, it is not such – sorry, before the British 
went there. Some ladies, because in the concept of Hinduism, everyone is not the same, you have a kind of vocation, some 
people are much better, are much more clever, in their hands, in their thinking, like the Brahmin, and others with their 
techniques of eros. These ladies, they are needed in society because they know more about the technique of love, of 
making love. Therefore, they are useful to the society too. In a former Indian society, these ladies participated in the 
ceremonies as well as the office work at the same rank.  
 
So in what ways do the city have or show spiritual or sacred space?  
It depends on the Brahmin, if you talk about Cambodia, because they look at the astrology – the space, heaven and earth. 
Because as you know, the Royal Palace, the temple – especially the state temple – is a symbol of the Mt. Meru, the 
mountain where the gods live. It is surrounded by walls of mountains – four walls – that’s the four towers. Like Angkor 
Wat, you have the central tower – that’s Mt. Meru – and the four chains of mountains around – it’s symbolized by the four 
towers. Then you have the moat, which is the ocean that also surrounds Mt. Meru. So this is a sacred place, and it is 
reproduced everywhere – in the city, in the funeral ground, and so on. 
 
So where about in the city would it be located?  
This is according to the Hasta you know. It depends when you want to build it. You have to look to the, that’s the Brahmin. 
They are first in that.  
 
So in Phnom Penh, that would be the Royal Palace.  
Yes.  
 
And would that be the same blueprint that each of the pagodas or Wats follow in their construction?  
They have to sanctify the space. That’s why they have this remedy for Krong Pili that they ask permission from. Krong Pili 
was an asura, originally was a demon. You know the story?  
 
I’ve read about the ritual a few years ago, of sanctifying.  
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But it’s linked with Lord Vishnu. Krong Pili was an asura – that means he’s the opposite of a deva – the gods. He, as a deva, 
can have a lot of power. He’s greedy – he’s controlling the three worlds – heaven, earth, and the netherworld. Therefore, 
the gods are afraid and asked Vishnu to help to save, because soon they will be prisoners of that Bali asura. And Lord 
Vishnu transformed himself into a dwarf Brahmin priest, and went to see King Bali, asura the demon, and asked him for a 
piece of land that would take the space of three steps of the god. So Bali, one of his advisors suspected some trick, but he 
didn’t listen to his advisor. So he said, “Oh yes, you can have three small spaces.” He’s a dwarf, so three steps is very little 
territory. So Bali granted the wish of the Brahmin, and in the Hindu ritual, he has to pour the water on the hands of the one 
who requested. So that is what Bali did. All of a sudden, Vishnu transformed himself into a god, so he made his first step, 
which go to heaven, the second step to the netherworld, and the third step, he didn’t know where to put it, so he put his 
feet on the head of Bali – at the same time, granted him the guardians of the earth, as guardianship of the earth. So that is 
why we have to ask permission from Bali, every time we want to build either a house or temples, or so on.  
 
Which refers slightly back to that idea of all the space – it is spiritual. There isn’t that divide. 
Yes, but you sanctify it. 
 
Yes, to then make it, almost to cut it into whatever the function [is].  
This is linked to human beings, because they need some space. Because all the spaces may be god, but as human beings 
our possession is limited, so we cannot – I can experience that because when I sit down at the end of the day, near 
evening, just meditating and looking at nature, I feel peace – the presence of the divine. But for some other people, they 
need some space to concentrate themselves because otherwise, they are distracted by this, by that. So you have to 
concentrate, like when you practice yoga. You have to concentrate, you just close your eyes, you concentrate in yourself, 
yourself in space also.  
 
It kind of leads on to the next question – 
I’ve answered a lot of your questions.  
 
Yeah.  
This is difficult to define also. You cannot apprehend God in your Christian faith. God is supposed to be almighty. I mean, 
you cannot reach him. I mean, you cannot even comprehend, apprehend him, because he is beyond our understanding. 
Same thing for when the Hindu say, “God is everywhere.” It is true, but our human mind cannot apprehend that.  
 
I’m struggling with my role with wanting to have a conversation without it being an interview. Because I think in 
Christianity, you’re right with the concept of God. But then the idea of the Bible as a book in space, kind of, this 
[focusing], and then this idea of God becoming a man, incarnate in space, gives that method through which 
comprehension can occur. Which I think is fascinating comparing it to what we’ve been talking about earlier. You 
mentioned earlier, about meditating. In what ways does nature feature in your spirituality? For example, some people 
think that in a natural space, its more spiritual. That’s a very common thought. Is nature important? You shared earlier 
about the forest, the river – these are natural phenomena that are often used in spirituality. For you personally, is 
nature important?  
Yes, because we live out of nature. We breathe the air, we eat vegetables, and so on. So we live out of nature. It is 
important. If you go further with the Indian philosophy, “you are what you eat.” That’s why the Brahmin, they will never 
eat animals, beef and so on, because they want to stay free. As I told you, if you eat meat, you have the essence of that 
meat in you too. It goes into your blood and so on.  
 
In Cambodia, what do you think is the most spiritual place and what would the reasons for that be? Or maybe “sacred 
space” is better.  
We have many ancient temples in Angkor, at the time, they were all sacred and spiritual spaces – the temples. If you talk 
about spirituality, the most important space is in yourself.  
You have to discard the belief of the people, who, for example, the Cambodian people, they go to Preah Ang Dorngkeu, in 
front of the Royal Palace, and they believe that it is a spiritual place, and they can be granted any wishes and so on. So they 
believe, and maybe that happens, I don’t know. But they believe that it is sacred and also [efficient]. I don’t have this kind 
of belief so my space is in myself.  
 
That’s very interesting. It’s the first time I’ve encountered this here in Cambodia – this view on spirituality.  
Yes, because this spirituality – I don’t pretend that I am at a very high level, but spirituality is also all this process that you 
went through in your life. That means, when you experience every step of your life, you experience spirituality also. But 
you cannot ask, for example, that boy that just came, he cannot have the same perception of spirituality as us. You or us. 
Mine, because he has not experienced yet, all these stages of his life. And also, in your Western religion, especially the 
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Jewish, you believe also in revelation. In Hinduism it exists also, because the god can reveal himself to you. That means 
like…you know the Mahabharata? It is an Indian epic as important as the Ramayana. In the middle of the battle between 
the two – they are brothers, enemies in some way – between the cousins, the kaurava and pandava. They were cousins. 
That epic involves the Lord Krishna, the incarnation of Vishnu. So he doesn’t want to get mixed up with these quarrels, so 
they – since Arjuna, the hero, was his friend – he accepted to be the charioteer, the one who drives the chariot. And then 
Arjuna, the hero is very clever in shooting the arrow. Arjuna, he is from the Saathiya cast, came from the warrior cast in 
India. All of a sudden, he felt heartless – he felt uneasy because he has to fight his own cousin. But among his cousins, 
some are not very ethical. But at the same time, on the other side, there were his own teachers and so on – his own 
ancestors. He didn’t want to fight. He just wanted to renounce this fighting, stop this fighting. Then Lord Krishna – he’s a 
god – Lord Krishna revealed himself to Arjuna as the great god, as the symbol of the time, showed him that all these people 
will be dead, and he swallowed all that because of the time. His duty is to fight but in fighting, he doesn’t get his actions as 
his own, it has to be free from these actions because it’s linked with his duties and offered to the gods. So what you do 
should not belong to you but should belong to the higher being. So you are detached from your own actions. You don’t 
expect what will be the result. Whatever the result, victory or defeat – this is not important. But the action has to be done 
to be, because it is your duty, and you have to offer to the god. Therefore, Arjuna understood when he went to fight. It’s 
called the Bhagavad Gita, it is very important in the epics. It is a philosophical teaching.  
 
[In Phnom Penh, what do you think is the most spiritual or sacred place, and what would the reasons for that be?] 
To answer your question about Phnom Penh, Wat Phnom is a spiritual or sacred place. Preah Ang Dorngkeu is also like 
that. And some of the pagodas – it depends on the people if they believe, if they think it is sacred and spiritual. 
 
I think your story, what you just shared, is almost…this idea of fate comes to mind. You have your place in society or in 
life. This detachment you are talking about is – 
But it is very different from the great notion of fate because the great notion of fate is called Ananke. It has to happen; it 
will happen to you; you cannot do anything. It is different from Christianity, because there is the grace of God. And this 
lesson of the Krishna is not exactly concerning fate – it is called karma yoga. Yoga of the karma. That means the karma – 
you have to do it, whether it’s positive or negative. But you are detached from that because you offer it to the higher 
[being].  
 
It’s about the process not the end.  
Yes.  
 
I can see this is coming through very much in what you are sharing. In the future –  
Actually in the Buddhism in Cambodia, I don’t think our monks are spiritual. What they perform is only rituals. You may see 
– but some of them may be more advanced in spirituality, I don’t know. But our chief monks, I’m not sure they have 
attained the highest – they may have to spend many thousand lives to be at the Nirvana.  
 
I think it’s fascinating talking to you, because how would you see in the future, how do you think spirituality, particularly 
in Cambodia progressing, how will it go forward? Will it go forward? Can it go forward? 
I always believe that what has happened in some way, during the French time, our Buddhist Angkor has experienced the 
Western Christianity so they start to think about spirituality. And like our chief monks, Chuon Nath, you see his statue – I 
think he is one of the greatest spiritual monks – and like also Maha Ghosananda. You heard about him?  
 
No.  
Oh that’s a pity. He’s the one who initiated what we call the Dhammayietra – the peace march. You should meet Bob Matt 
who has been his disciple. He was a Jesuit brother before. He live in Battambang unfortunately, and Wat Kandal. You 
should meet him and talk about all this.  
 
Okay. Bob Matts? He used to be a Jesuit priest?  
Not priest, a brother. And he lived with the refugees and so on.  
 
Are there any other types of –  
I believe that people cannot advance if they don’t experience a connection with other religions, like Emperor Ashoka, 
you’ve heard about him? The great Buddhist emperor in India in the 3rd century, before Christ. He’s the one who has the 
origin of this Buddhist monk who went to preach Buddhism everywhere in the world. I think the spreading of Buddhism to 
China, Korea, Japan, and so on, started from his time. And if you don’t help other religions to progress, you cannot progress 
yourself. So I think that it is a very significant because if you don’t experience with other religions, and if you don’t share – 
like in France for example, the Benedictine, the Christian Catholic monks – they invited also the Tibetan monks to share the 
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lessons of yoga, of meditations. So this is the same way. If we don’t have connections with Christianity, even Muslims, you 
cannot progress.  
 
One observation of mine, of Cambodian spirituality, has been that it has been a – it’s not a pure form of, say, Buddhism, 
or Hindu – it’s a mixture, perhaps a hybrid, of three particular Buddhism, Hinduism, Animism together.  
But Buddhism would discard all of this. Like for example, for the Pchum Ben, the festivities for the dead, when the people 
go in the pagoda and throw these bowls of rice for the spirits and so on. This is Hindu, it’s not Buddhism, so the real 
Buddhism would [give it away].  
 
But it happens in the Buddhist pagoda? 
Yes. 
 
That’s fascinating. Wow. I think you’ve answered over and above all those questions. It’s been amazing to hear your 
insight on that. I think that that has been very helpful to hear that there’s a separate perspective on the spaces, which is 
interesting for me.   
But you see the spaces [are] also the natural spaces, which lead to spiritual. In the time of Jayavarman VII, when you are – I 
don’t mean intellectual – if you get knowledge, our Buddhist monks are presently not knowledgeable, so I don’t think they 
can go beyond their level and reach other experiences.  
 
How could they go beyond? Do they study, or...?  
That’s why they are still prisoners of the ignorance, because they stick to rituals and so on. That’s not Buddhism. The time 
of Jayavarman VII, there’s universities for very high levels of teaching, of Buddhism, and so on. One of his queens in [that 
day] was a teacher also in Buddhism.  
 
They were very progressive for the time.  
If we don’t have proper education we cannot liberate ourselves from ignorance. 
 
Well that’s a great way to finish. Thank you very much.  
Thank you. 
 
Interview 04: Khmer Male Mid 40’s 
 
Today with Lokru David on August 8th, let’s begin. First question – what is your name? 
Okay, my name is David.  
 
What do you do?  
I am a Khmer language teacher.  
 
Where do you live in Cambodia?  
Sangkat Beoung Tompun in Phnom Penh.  
 
How long have you lived there? 
Almost 40 years.  
 
What do you understand by the word, “spirituality”? How would you define [it]? What do you think?  
For me, I define the word “spirituality” in two ways. One is God. The second one is Agrak. For God’s spirituality, they live in 
heaven and everywhere. Agrak spirituality lives on earth because they dropped from heaven. God’s spirituality lives 
everywhere, in heaven, and in people’s lives who believe in God. 
 
In what way do you see spirituality in the spaces and places around you?  
I have an experience in seeing spirituality. There is no clear appearance and I think that is Agrak spirituality. It seems like a 
fire flying in front of my house.  Sometimes, I feel like there are spirits flying around my house, around the pagoda, 
everywhere, because I see so many people offer food and other stuff to the spirits. And I saw they prayed on the street, in 
the house, in pagodas, and by trees. But, God’s spirituality, He lives in our hearts and is always there.  
 
Question number six –how does open spaces and the city connect to spirituality? I am interested in the open space and 
city and that connects with spirituality. I think there is a connection, which is why I am asking this question. 
What do you mean by open space?  
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Like a space in front of the house because when there is a house, there is a building, and there is an open space. Open 
space along the street like a garden.  
…? 
 
Okay. Question number seven – why are some places and spaces more spiritual than others? 
I think some places have a lot of bad spirits because people who live there have a strong belief in the spirits and that is why 
the spirits come. The spirits have power and can affect that place. But some places, fewer people believe in the spirits, 
which is why not as many spirits come. For example, in Cambodia, people don’t really understand God’s spirit and that is 
why they often pray to the Agrak spirit – so there are a lot of Agrak spirits. But in foreign countries, they don’t believe this, 
so there are not many Agrak spirits.  
 
Can you give me an example? 
For example, they live in places like pagodas, spirit houses, Asron in the forest where people can go and pray for good 
health and other beliefs. They have someone to stay there to protect and look after the place. One more place is a place 
that has a spiritual guru who collects all the spirits.  
 
Question number eight – are there any edges or boundaries to spiritual spaces, and what are they?  
From what I have learned and know, there are boundaries. They have boundaries and they have gurus of other spirits. In 
Cambodia, they have four parties – different Neak Ta – the important part I just believe are that the group of bad spirits 
also have different powers. They have different positions and they have their own boundaries. Like Neak Ta Kleang 
Moeang, Yay Mao, so they have different boundaries, but I don’t know much more. The bad spirits also have their 
boundaries as well.  
 
And boundaries – do you refer to a wall?  
Yes, there is a specific place for the spirits – like an area. One teacher told me where is that area when a spirit wants to 
enter your body and there is a name for them. I don’t know much about the spirits in that field, but in Christianity, 
everything is under control of Agrak and they go everywhere. And they can divide the position to what they want. I don’t 
really understand because it is abstract and intangible.  
 
Question number nine – in what ways does the city have or show spiritual space?  
In the city…I don’t understand the question.  
 
In the city of Phnom Penh, are there spiritual spaces and if so, where and what are they like?  
Yes there are spiritual spaces in the city, and normally, they have many pagodas, and there is a place for respect and 
cremation to the spirits. For example, by the riverside, or especially under big trees – this is where you can see where they 
pray and believe – such as Wat Phnom.  
 
Why is that place strong for that belief?  
Because it is an important place and so many people go there – like a sacrifice place – whenever they ask for something, 
they will get it, such as when they want a husband or something – or they will ask and pray for success. 
 
Question 10 – in what ways does the house have or show spiritual space?  
In Khmer idealogy, there is always one that protects the house. That is why people always put a small house in front of the 
house, that is called Jum Neang Pteah, for protection and health. Often, they offer little snacks – if not, the spirits will be 
angry. In every house, they have a spirit house, so there are a lot of houses – that is why there are a lot of spirits.  
 
So for you, how do you believe and practice spirituality in your life? Do you pray Khmer style or like people from other 
countries? 
Thank you for your question. For me, I think I believe bad spirits have power and they stay in the house, but for me, I 
believe in Jesus, so at my house, I don’t pray to the bad spirits. That’s why they cannot enter my house. But I believe that 
they are around my house, but not inside. They just walk around – I don’t pray to them and I am not afraid of them 
because I have God in my mind. I ask God to get rid of them and for protection. For my family when I live in the house, I try 
to explain to them because there are two spirits in the house, but for us, I pick God’s spirit so that I am not afraid of the 
bad spirits. So I don’t have to be afraid of the spirits.  
 
In what ways does nature feature in your spirituality? Is it important or not?  
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I think bad spirits love to live in the big trees, especially the trees from India. Most bad spirits are from India. That’s called 
the Bo tree, mostly planted at pagodas. If you go to Ounalom pagoda, you will see the Bo tree, and the bad spirits love to 
live there. I don’t know, but I just know that there are big trees mostly planted at pagodas. Why are they planted in 
pagodas? For Khmer belief, when the seasons come, Pchum Ben season, people come to the pagodas to pray to the spirits. 
And the spirits come and stay in the big trees. When I was young, when I go to pagodas, I saw lightning flying from one tree 
to another, and around the pagoda.  People watched the spirits have fire.  
 
Have fire?  
Yes, and it disappeared in the tree. When they fly, there is a fire. I witnessed the situation. And there are many Bo trees in 
pagodas, as well as burning places called P’cha where we burn bodies. There are usually Bo trees and Chrey trees – but 
there are no spirits in coconut trees.  
 
Anything else in nature?  
Yes trees, and some other spirits also live in the water. We call them water ghosts. They can live in water and they can grab 
our legs. Some live in caves or stones. There are different kinds of spirits.  
 
Question number 13 – which places have a lot of spirits?  
First, is Wat Phnom, Preah Ang Dorngkeu in front of the Royal Palace, Phnom Pech Nil, they have Yay Mao, people have to 
stop there and pray, or if not, they will have an accident. It is located on the way to Kampong Som. There are still many 
more places but I don’t know them all. Another place is in Poulsat Province, where there is a Kleang Moeang statue. I don’t 
know why Khmer people built this statue because he sacrificed for his nation. People appreciated and loved him for his 
sacrifice and built this statue, so it has led to many spirits coming and people think that Kleang Moeang is so strong – but 
actually, it is Agrak spirits that come, not because of Kleang Moeang’s strength. Maybe later on, they will build another 
hero Kem Ley statue and respect and pray to the statue, so that the spirits come and stay in the statue and it leads to the 
strength of that place.  
 
Is there another place besides that?  
There are still so many strong places. 
 
Question 14 – I will skip it because it is related to the previous question.  
 
Question 15 – in the future, how will this spirituality continue?  
In the future, I think that it will still strongly continue because people nowadays, they often cannot find God because 
people always think of their own property, knowledge, or businesses, only enjoying themselves. So those bad spirits keep 
coming because people didn’t find God – so in the future, I think the spirituality will continue strongly, leading people to 
confusion. People will keep doing bad things. This will be a big problem in the future that people do not realize. And the 
spirits do help in their business to be richer – mostly Chinese and Vietnamese pray and offer bigger sacrifices. But in 
contrast, Christians are not really rich, because we don’t really want the riches – we want salvation. People with the big 
houses, they rent to NGOs and they got so much money. That is also the help of the spirit – they pray to the spirits every 
morning, offer some snacks – the spirits become stronger and stronger. During the Pol Pot regime, there is no belief – they 
killed everyone, including monks, and destroyed other religious objects, separating the spirits. Even the Cham people, they 
have their beliefs in which Pol Pot destroyed. The spirits could not do anything to Pol Pot. I realize that the spirits are afraid 
of guns. In America, they always use guns so the spirits don’t dare to go. Because Cambodia doesn’t have missiles. During 
Khmer New Year, people go to pagodas and offer food – often there is a lot of food left over. And the spirit comes because 
they know people come to pray. For instance, one month before Pchum Ben season, the television will advertise the 
ceremony to interest locals and people wanting to go to pagodas, which lead to traffic jams.  
 
Question 16 – what is the biggest spirituality in Phnom Penh?  
There are two biggest spirits, and right now, I think that there are many spirits. I don’t know why that is, but it has different 
nations – like Cham, Chinese, Khmer, and others. So there are many types of different spirits. So we can’t specify which one 
is for what – we just pray and believe on the spirits that help us. They don’t want only one but they want a lot of them to 
help them. Jesus’ spirit – if he helps people, they believe. They want someone that can help them. Help them for what? 
Help them for money, their business, their studies. Whatever they study, like PhD, or Masters, or IFL or overseas, they only 
want to earn more money for their happiness – with the car and big villa. Now, even in hospitals, they have spirit houses 
for people to pray beside the treatment and ask the spirits for help. 
 
Question 17 – for Cham and Chinese people, are there any special spaces for them?  
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For those people, they have their own temples. What is the difference, I don’t know, but it is similar. The similar part is 
whether they pray. Pig head, chicken…I realize that all the spirits are interested, similarly to humans, in alcohol and food – 
for Chinese and Cham people. I don’t really know about spaces for Cham but there is a temple. 
 
Thank you Lokru. The last question – do you have anything more you would like to add? Would you like to summarize?  
I want to summarize on the spirits from above that I had already mentioned. They have two big spirits – the first is God, 
and the second is Agrak spirits. Agrak spirits have many structures that lead many people to get confused. Sometimes, it is 
similar to God’s spirit that help people to recover and get rid of ghosts, but for all, God’s spirit is the biggest one. God’s 
spirit is pure and really wants to help. Agrak spirits want to destroy people whenever they let people see their appearance 
– people will be scared and be killed. They help people only so that people will believe in them – and then people get killed. 
Like spirit gurus mostly, they are strong and powerful and treat people to recover, but after all, the guru will be dead 
because the guru used the spirit [ghosts] to kill other people, and after all, they died by themselves. Close to my house, 
two people already died. There is nothing else but their objective is to kill. I only know of the spirits but I am not a guru.  
 
Thank you very much.  
 
Interview 05: Khmer Male Mid 60’s 
 
…Second point. I am teaching at this depart of Archaeology. I used to teach Cambodian Anthropology for a long time and 
after that, for a bit less than 10 years now, I switched to old Khmer epigraphy and inscription of ancient Cambodian. 
 
From what years – what years would that include?  
From inscription. The source of the history of Cambodia is inscription. Main source. Three point three and living in two 
places, here in the, I don’t know, less than 10 kilometres from here, in the Phnom Penh suburb, called Preah Ai. I am also 
living in Siem Reap province in a small, small town – very small – called [Ruo Lo] in Siem Reap area.  
 
Is that where you are from?  
I am from that province but [was not born there]. I was born in a small village near Tonle Sap.  
 
How long have you lived in that way? How long have you lived in two places?  
For more than 10 – at least 20 years. Around 20 years now.  
 
What do you understand by the word “spirituality”?  
You asked me a question on a Western word. I understand that word like a Westerner, you know. Like if your question is 
on spirituality – but could you please –  
 
The reason that I ask the question is that I believe that there is a relationship between urban – the built environment – 
the physical – and the non-physical. So I agree, this is why the word is a real problem.  
When the Phnom Penh was built, or when Phnom Penh became the capital of Cambodia in the nineteenth century, 
[decayed] 1860, the urban planning, or the first urban design was inspired by Angkor Thom, inspired by Angkor Thom, in 
the sense that for example the Royal Palace is here, and in the north, northeast, you have a burial ground, just in front of 
the National Museum. This area is meant for all, for burial for incineration, for cremation of the king of higher rank people, 
of the royal people, of high rank Buddhist monks. It is meant for that. And if you look at the urban design of the Angkor 
Thom, which means the capital of Cambodia in ancient Cambodia, the location of the area for cremation and the royal 
Palace then, is exactly the same layout. So, I conclude that when they built, when they decided to make Phnom Penh a 
royal capital, the inspiration came from Angkor Thom.  
 
I understand, as you shared, this word “spirituality” is an English word. And there isn’t a direct translation to Khmer. But 
I think that that relationship you were starting to refer to is what I find very interesting, because that is not just…those 
issues that set out spaces, are to do with the kind of, unseen. Or the spiritual world has a strong impact on how, from 
what I’ve observed, for example the built environment for the Khmer people, has been set out. The unseen world is just 
as important, just as relevant, as the seen world. And that is why I have asked that question, “what do you understand 
by the unseen world, or spirituality?”, because it is such a difficult word to define.  
I’ll try to give you an answer on behalf of Cambodians. I make myself out of this. I am not a believer. This is my culture. 
Because we believe in the hereafter – in the cycle of reincarnation – so death is not an end. Death is the beginning of 
another cycle of life. This is why cremation area is in the northeast of the Royal Palace, because the northeast is the 
direction of reincarnation. To give you an example, this urban layout is very, very symbolic and directly responds to this 
idea, this belief – the belief that the northeast is the direction of reincarnation, of rebirth, of renaissance. This is why 
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[cremation] area is put on, because the, you know, that we inherit from Indian culture. Roughly speaking, we inherit all 
these kinds of things from India a long time ago. It starts from an idea like that. So the layout of an area, of a town, must be 
– how to say – meaningful, must be connected to this kind of idea related to spirituality.  
 
So would you say that there are some places and spaces that are more important than others?  
I imagine – I am not an architect, I am not an urban planner, but I imagine that in a town, you have to have a core with a 
strong symbolic meaning. With a strong, symbolic, and cultural meaning. This is why I take this area of the Royal Palace in 
front of the National Museum, because I noticed that it is the exactly the layout, the space layout in ancient times, of 
Angkor Thom. So surely people who built this town, they believe in this kind of spirituality. They respect the past. They 
respect the tradition. And I also imagine that besides that, you have to take into account a practical issue, how to evacuate 
the used water, et cetera. But I am talking about the core. 
 
You spoke of the cremation area. And you’ve spoken of Angkor Thom. Are there any edges or boundaries to these 
areas?  
Boundaries?  
 
So you know where the special area is. The cremation area is.  
Boundaries, you can see it physically, you can know it quite well, [the limit] as well as the Royal Palace. The Royal Palace, all 
this is a kind of microcosm, you know, because the cremation area is called Meru but pronounced “mare” – “mare” is the 
pronunciation of Meru. This area, is called in Khmer, Veal Meru, which means the area of Meru. Why? Because the Meru in 
the mythology – how to say – mythology related to the cosmos. Because the Meru is in the centre, and in the south of the 
Meru is the, we call it Champutviet in Sanskrit – in Sanskrit, Champutviet is the world of humans. Like you and me, we are 
in Champutviet. Champutviet is in the south of the Meru. The Royal Palace, which is the Champutviet in my nature is 
located in the south of the Veal Meru. And Veal Meru is in the north of course – but [at] the same time, the north [with] 
towards the east, because we are in the west. The fact that the Champutviet is in the south of the Meru is Indian – the idea 
is Indian. In addition, in Indo-Khmer conception, if I may say so, it must be on the north, but towards the east, because the 
direction of the northeast is crucial in Cambodian culture. The northeast is rebirth, reincarnation.  
 
Are there any other ways – you’ve spoken of the cremation area – would that have been – well, two questions, I find 
this fascinating – so the city, would that have been the centre of the city? The cremation area.  
Because the cremation is the prelude to birth.  
 
So the city, rather than being set out on Wat Phnom, which I suppose you would think, or even the Royal Palace, it’s the 
area –  
Because the Wat Phnom existed long before Phnom Penh as capital. When the Wat Phnom was built, Phnom Penh was not 
the capital.  
 
So to make it a capital, they gave it a new centre.  
A new centre because the crossing of the two rivers was there. This is another symbolic meaning. The crossing of two 
rivers. And in our culture, not only Khmer culture, but in this region of the world – the crossing road, the crossing of the 
river – are places which have symbolic meaning.  
 
And that was, then, gave the location for the cremation site next to this. So the third question – are there any other 
significant spiritual spaces in the city that – is that like, would that be like the primary space? The space of reincarnation. 
Would there be any other significant spaces?  
Surely, but I am unable to tell you which one… I just took this example of the Royal Palace because it is a very, very visible, 
obvious, et cetera. Surely in a micro space, when people build something they think about the, you know the – how to say 
– they avoid this or this spot, they privilege that spot instead of this one, because they, because we have all kinds of 
geomancy people who are able to detect positive spots when you build a house for example. So there are plenty of things 
like that in the micro level.  
 
Like in the house? 
Like in the house, yeah.  
 
So the house is a reflection of the city in micro – is that – 
Yeah, in theory, yes, but town such as Phnom Penh you know, you cannot compare a town like this to a village because we 
are not in the [safety duration], there are a lot, a lot, a lot of practical constraints in town, you cannot all [tie]. But in 
theory, yes they do care about the space organization, even in the house. 
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You shared – if I may be slightly personal – do you believe and practice this type of spirituality?  
I don’t believe in the sense, no. But I believe in the sense that this is my culture, and I love my culture. For example, I 
happen to work, and even now, I was just teaching something on the supernatural world, so I have conducted a long and 
in-depth study on the supernatural world, supernatural being. This is my culture, but I don’t believe in ghosts and things 
like that, but I try to understand.  
 
A further question is, how does nature – you started to mention the crossing of the rivers as a symbolic – are there other 
ways in which nature is important in this Khmer understanding of the unseen world?  
Yes, there – I will say something very commonplace, you know. Khmer people, as any people in the world, love nature, and 
[at] the same time, they try to correct, to deviate, to have some domination of nature. But this is not only [Khmer people], 
as you can imagine – the whole world is like that. But the constant attitude of the Cambodian people, they respect nature 
and in the same time, they try to bend the nature to their needs. The most spectacular result happened in the time of 
Angkorian time. You can see, because in the Angkor area, Siem Reap area, in general you have, in the beginning, you just 
have many small streams, many small waterways. And from that, this is nature, pure nature. But they bend – ancient 
Khmer, they corrected nature, they built huge manmade reservoirs from these, because they collect the water from these 
different small streams and they stopped it in the huge manmade reservoir in view to use the water in the dry season 
when there is no more rain. So, we need nature. We do need nature. But in the same time, we try to humanize nature. This 
is the constant attitude.  
 
So in Cambodia, which do you think is the most powerful spiritual place?  
Oh, I cannot answer to this question because there are plenty, plenty of spaces like that. Sometimes it can be spectacular 
like in the Kulen, in the Angkor area, but in the level of a small village, nothing spectacular for just a foreigner. For people 
like me when I go to the village, I cannot pinpoint immediately. But for a villager they have their [spiritual places], yeah. Oh, 
the sacred is present in everyday life. 
 
Would you be able to pinpoint a place in Phnom Penh where the most powerful, sacred spiritual place is?  
I don’t know, but for religious and social, even in the same time, people go to different Buddhist monasteries, Wats, but for 
some other concerns, some other people go to in front of the Royal Palace, you know. Some other go to the Wat Phnom et 
cetera et cetera.   
 
Do you think in the future this type of relationship with the spiritual will continue in Khmer culture? Is it getting more 
integrated, or…?  
In the town I don’t know, but in the country, it will continue like this for a long time. In the town, I don’t know because 
things are changing so rapidly. I’m talking about the respect in terms of organizing a space, a public space. But on the level 
of individual or family discipline, happens forever you know. But we undergo like, in any country, we undergo pressure 
from developers, from something like that.  
 
In your observation and experiences, are there any other types of, what you would see as spirituality, in Phnom Penh? 
You’ve shared about the Khmer tradition, but are there any other traditions you see with regards to the unseen world, 
or spirituality, in Phnom Penh?  
Other than Khmer? 
 
Yeah.  
Of course, because Phnom Penh is inhabited by Khmer and by other people. Even in the nineteenth century, even before, 
there were Chinese areas – even Malay areas at that time – Vietnamese areas, and of course, if you go now to the Wat 
Phnom, you can see Khmer ancient statues, et cetera, but the way the new construction – it looks quite Sino-Vietnamese, 
something like that. This is not exactly a new phenomenon, because these people who lived in Phnom Penh for a long time 
now, they also believe to the traditional – they adapt the traditional layout, the traditional belief to there also. It is normal 
in a big town like this.  
 
Would they also bring their understanding of spaces and spiritual spaces to – for example, you’ve shown Wat Phnom 
has been influenced by this – so would that also happen to – do you think the spaces in the city, or like the Cambodian 
culture, has those foreign influenced that over the years, do you think?  
From now on, it is difficult to me to answer to your questions. It is difficult to me to answer to your questions. But in 
nineteenth century, for, in the biggest part of the twentieth century, the dominant idealogy, the dominant idea was Khmer. 
Including new buildings, including Olympic Stadium, something like that. Everything was from the Khmer dominant. From 
now on, I don’t know. I cannot answer to this question because, for example, I noticed that they are building a casino near 
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the river in front of the National Assembly, eclipsing, totally eclipsing the Buddhist Institute, or something like that. I see 
the strong, very strong power of money. From now on, I don’t know.  
 
Just an additional question – do you see late, second half of the nineteenth century to the first half of the twentieth 
century, the French – how did the French impact that spirituality and that spatial…?  
It was a good impact, a good impact because they respect Khmer belief. They respect Khmer belief. They introduced new 
ideas. Because in traditional belief, the notion of town was very vague, you know. A town like Siem Riep is just a succession 
of villages. Each village was noticeable by the existence of one monastery. In Phnom Penh there was Wat [Chien] Andet, 
there was Wat Ounalom, there was Wat Sarawan, there was Wat Langka, there was Wat Botum, because each pagoda, 
each Buddhist monastery is the centre of a kind of village. Community. So it is a succession of that. But the organized town 
in the sense that everything, in the way to have one thing cohering, it’s a different element. I think this was a French 
introduction. In the respect of the tradition, so I like that time. I was not born when independence happened in 1953. I was 
three years old, four years old. But I like ideally, in this respect – I don’t talk about politics all that – I like French time, I like 
the period after independence, roughly speaking until 1970. I think that everything was done in the respect of a general 
planning, not in view of gaining money.  
 
It’s very interesting talking to you because – I’d like to ask you many questions – but just another – the period between 
post-Angkor, I suppose, the fall of Angkor, and the start of the French protectorate – there’s not a lot of written 
material, particularly in English. I suppose my question would be, how – because in Angkor it seemed to be the idea of 
the god-king was quite prevalent. Then Buddhism seemed to gain increased popularity – I don’t know if that’s the right 
word – but in between those sorts of times, what was the predominant belief system? Was it, did it become – I don’t 
quite understand or know in full the journey from that, because there isn’t any significant structures built on a level with 
the Angkor era. And then the French protectorate gave a sense of stability and order, but in between that, what were 
the leading belief systems and, I suppose, settlement systems?  
From the fourteenth century, in the fourteenth century, roughly speaking, Angkorian Cambodia started to collapse. This 
country really collapsed around the end of fourteenth, late fourteenth, early fifteenth. This is a collapse of a whole 
civilization – but not the end. This is not the end. And this collapse is due to many factors, due to internal factors, it’s due 
to the invasion from Siam at that time, due to the adoption of a new religion, of Buddhism et cetera. When we say that the 
Angkor civilization is finished, in terms of civilization, this is not the cent percent through, because, for example, let’s come 
back to the Royal Palace and Veal Meru. Many centuries have past after the fall of Angkor, and we still look at the source to 
building that. But it happened that I did, and am still doing a lot of research on the belief, tradition on belief, on myths, on 
the ritual practice. For example, in Angkor area in particular, on cremation, on funeral, in general. And I see that 
Brahminism, I mean Hindu, is still there.  
 
Today? 
Yes, but common people cannot automatically see that, because it is hidden in this, in that, in that, cannot see. But why I 
can do this is because this is my profession. Because this is what I am doing for many, many years now. So Angkorian 
Cambodia has collapsed but it [is] not dead. It is not dead. It doesn’t exist anymore, like a whole civilization, but important 
elements of the belief still prevail. Except in the sector of economic, because we are unable to build, you know. And so, if 
you ask the question to any Cambodian, “what is your religion?” Even to me, I would say, I am Buddhist. But in reality, in 
the Buddhist practice, you can see the reminiscence, sometimes, more than the reminiscences of Hindu, and especially of a 
belief system, called by a specialist, Animism.  
 
So the civilization collapsed but the rituals – it has continued through the rituals.  
Because all the ideas have not disappeared.  
 
Wow, very interesting. So finally, thank you so much for your time – but just a final question – do you have anything 
further to add or would like to say?  
No.  
 
Thank you very much for taking time to answer these questions. Fascinating. I mean, finding, coming from a very 
different, a Western culture, and coming to this culture, you immediately have shown the amazing difference between 
us. The word spirituality – my concept of that is so very different, and that is one of the very reasons I am prompted to 
this research. It’s to really try to understand a different approach to life and space. So I really appreciate that, thank you.   
 
Interview 06: Khmer Male late 40’s 
 
What is your name?  
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My nickname is Tha, and my official name is Saokhon Sireyvath.  
 
What do you do?  
I teach Khmer at OMF.  
 
Where do you live?  
I live in Cambodia, Phnom Penh City, Tuol Kork. 
 
How long have you lived there?  
I have lived here starting from 1976.  
 
What do you understand by the word “spirituality”?  
When I was young, I think different and when I was 25 years old, I think different again. When I was around 10 years old, it 
was not interesting for me, but it makes me interested when my father died, so I feel that his spirit is around me. For me, 
spirits means something that comes out of someone after they die. Sometimes, I feel that there are spirits around me. I 
don’t know if it is good or bad, but I just know that there are many kinds of spirits around me. When I was about 20, I know 
that spirits are something inside the human body and comes out when a person dies. I got some questions about what the 
spirit looks like and whether the spirits have power and what the spirits can do. For example, when I watch movies, I see 
that the spirits can fly or can transform into human beings or become like animals, I think that the spirits is something 
important in the human body. But, if the body isn’t alive, the spirit is not there. In Buddhism, I know that when people die, 
their spirit will be reborn again, sometimes born as animals – but I don’t want to be an animal – and I also don’t want to be 
born again as a poor person. I want to be born into a better life. But after I know Jesus, I know this clearly. I know where 
the spirit goes when I believe in Jesus. That is the difference.  
 
In what ways do you see spirituality in the spaces and places around you? Does the spirit world impact – affect – the 
spaces around you, as you live?  
This question is not easy for me to answer. Can you give me an example? 
 
An example – when we believe in Jesus, what happens with the spirit houses? I don’t want to answer for you, but this is 
my example.  
Example – when I visit temples in Siem Reap, the Bayon temple, I feel that in the temple there is a spirit who has power, 
and I don’t want to go in, because it is a sign for me that something spiritually powerful is there, which is not good. But if I 
drive past the Muslim temple, I don’t feel anything. I don’t want to do something that will make Muslim people think that I 
am against their religion, so I think there is no sign for me about the spirits there. But when I go to pagodas, I have the 
same feeling.  
 
So, in the Bayon temple, you feel that there is a spirit there?  
Yes, at Bayon I feel that there is a spirit but at pagodas, I don’t feel anything at all. But when I come to church, I feel I am 
safe. I am not scared at all – this place makes me like I’m living in a good life – no problems and with hope. So I feel that 
there is no other spirit in the church. 
 
Question 7 – are some places or spaces more spiritual than other places or spaces?   
For me, I have that special feelings in two places – there is one in Bayon temple and the other is at Lien Jul Dom Rei temple. 
When I walk through those temples, there are signs for me that I cannot go in any more. But in my daily life, I feel that 
there are some evil spirits that surround me – but when I pray, those spirits still surround me, but cannot come close to 
me. 
 
Are there any edges or boundaries to spiritual space?  
I think yes, because I observe that, for example, when I visited Bayon temple, there’s writing that is captured on the stone, 
and when I look down and see the darkness in that temple, I have that special feeling that I am afraid and there is the 
power of the spirit there.  And about the Lien Jul Dom Rei temple, when I’m in front of that temple, I am fine. But when I go 
through that temple, there is a gate, which is right above if someone wants to become an official of the king, they have to 
swear. There is some more phrases of swearing on the stone there –but some stones doesn’t have. 
 
Is it the same in the pagodas?  
No, it’s different, even some people say that this pagoda is powerful. 
 
Question 9 – how does the city have or show spiritual space?  
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I think there is none – even though I have gone to Wat Phnom many times. Even I go to the Royal Palace too.   
 
In pagodas too?  
No. Nothing at all. 
 
In the city, do different religions have their important place too? For example, in pagodas, mosques, or churches? 
For me, for example, when I go into the church, I feel that I am not in the darkness – I am in the light. I feel that in my body, 
I have no sickness. It is different when I go to Bayon temple.  
 
In the house, are there spiritual spaces?  
In my house, I think that I had before, especially in a dark place, once upon a time. It was on a Monday last year, I had pain 
with my left leg. I did nothing with my left leg but it was so painful – could not walk, and I feel that there is a spirit who is 
always near me and want to force me – want to force me to follow or to do something. 
 
Is it an evil spirit? 
Yes, evil spirit. But at that time, I think that the Holy Spirit reminded me that I have a wall that the evil spirits cannot come 
closer to me. The evil spirit tried to come close to me but he cannot. I feel that there is something black and bigger beside 
me, and at that time, I sit down and pray. Pray to God that there is no other power more powerful than God’s power. I 
know that God is with me, so that power cannot. So that is why I pray immediately because that evil spirit power mostly 
wins or overcomes me. Sometimes my wife also sees that there is something black and big near me too, but I reply and 
know that God is with me, so I know I’m fine. And honestly, I tell you the truth that when I visited Thailand – in a hotel … in 
Chiang Mai in front of that hotel, there’s a big tree. There’s a big tree that Thai people respect – it’s the Bo tree – and I see 
Thai people create a place for the rean tevoda. So at night, I cannot sleep – that’s about 11 PM. And I just go down and sit 
near there. Near there, I look to the tree – it’s about three metres from me. I feel like there is a spirit there, but I am not 
scared because I know God is with me. So after that, I saw a Thai girl wearing traditional clothes, walking close and passing 
by me. I thought, “why is the Thai girl not afraid of men? Maybe Thai girls are different from Khmer girls.” I was waiting for 
her for so long – why didn’t she come back? After that, I follow where she was going and saw that there is no door, but a 
high wall. So I realized that there are more evil spirits here – but I’m not scared. Sometimes I want to laugh. 
 
Question 10 – what about spiritual space in other Cambodians’ houses?  
No.  
 
Do you have rituals in your daily life when you believe this?  
I do nothing – I just pray in my house.  
 
Everyday?  
Yes, everyday I pray, because I am also afraid. I am afraid that if God isn’t near me, the evil spirit will win over me. 
Sometimes, I feel like it is strange as well, because 16 or 17 years ago, there is a church committee that asked me and a 
lady about my experience of using Yuan. I used to have when I was still a soldier, but before I got baptized, I threw it away. 
And also when the pastor asked me, I gave it to him and he prayed for me. That lady shared that sometimes she saw the 
black shadow that followed her in her dream. That year, I didn’t see it – but one or two years after, I also saw that black 
shadow, and sometimes I’m not afraid and also talk to that evil spirit that don’t try to make me scared.  
 
For you who believe in Jesus, do you have the spirit cloth? 
I [used to] have it and sometimes I put it in the plastic bag and put it in my pocket and bring it with me. Because at that 
time, one of my friends suggested me to meet with a man who could give me this so that it can protect me, because at that 
time, there is war. 
 
In Khmer, what do we call this? 
We call it Yuan. 
 
Question 12 – in what ways does nature feature in your spirituality?  
In nature, I feel there is none. I am just that it is beautiful and I like it, and imagine the first time when God created it. But 
one thing when I am scared – when I go into the forest, I am afraid of tigers – but I am not afraid of snakes. 
 
So you’re not afraid of spirits in the forest?  
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When I was young, during Pol Pot, I used to walk past the mountain. Even when I was 6 or 7 years old, I was not afraid. But 
I am afraid of foxes and tigers. But if I meet snakes, more happy because I think that when I meet snakes, I am lucky, 
because I can kill them and bring it home for food. But I am not afraid of the spirits, even when I was young. 
 
Question 15 – in Cambodia, what do you think is the most spiritual place and why? 
I think there is nowhere else, beside those two temples. But it’s different from pagodas in Thailand, because most of the 
pagodas in Thailand, I feel there are more spirits there. But in Cambodia, even the Preah Ang Dorngkeu that has people 
who worship there – there is no spiritual power. 
 
In the future, how will this spirituality continue? 
For me, I wonder that those evil spirits already know that I have Jesus – why they still finding opportunities to scare me? 
But for those two temples, I think that in the ancient times, people used to invite spirits to come and [have power] – until 
today. I think in the future, the spirituality will reduce the way sugar dissolves in water.   
 
Because in Angkor era, the most powerful – 
Yes. I think that when we build the Angkor temple, there is a collection of power, but I think that the spirits’ power 
disperses little by little. 
 
Are there other types of spirituality in Phnom Penh? 
I think that there is one more thing that Chinese people worship, but I don’t have experience with it because I have never 
visited those places. But I used to visit Chinese temples and sometimes bring my son there before Chinese New Year and 
see people dancing, but I don’t feel that there is any spirits there. But I heard that there is one place in Ta Khmau. There is 
a big Neak Ta, but I’ve never been there. I just heard but never seen the people there – mostly those who are Chinese-
Khmer.  
 
Do these other types of spirituality have spaces too? Where are they?  
I think that there is not much space, just around that area. For example, the Bayon temple, the spirit is just in those areas, 
limited by the wall. When I come closer, nearer to the wall, I feel that there are spirits there, but when I am far away, I 
don’t feel at all. When I was young, I remember a place along the way to Sihanoukville – we call it Yay Maong – and I saw 
many people worship there, but I just wonder why. When I was in Thailand that day, I asked the staff. The next morning, I 
asked them if they had ever seen a lady staff wearing traditional clothes. The staff there talked in Thai with each other and 
then asked me where I saw her. I told them that I saw her walking out from a place near the big tree. Then they stopped 
talking to me. I went to go see the tree again at night. I was not scared, but sometimes I talk to the spirit there, telling them 
not to do it again because it is not good. After that, when I went back home, I asked my pastor and he told me not to do 
this again – to fight against the spirits – let the Holy Spirit do it for us.  
 
Final question – do you have further to say?  
For me, I still wonder about Yuan. I think that it still has power, and now I read the news that people from Australia and the 
US come to Cambodia to get Yuan tattooed on their bodies. I read that a lady said that when she was in Australia, her life 
had problems – but after she did this in Cambodia, she felt like there is something protecting her. I read this story about 
the Australian girl in the Phnom Penh Post. The cost of the tattoo is about $2000 (US), if we want to get the tattoo that has 
more power. Sometimes $3000 (US).   
 
Now, they get Yuan on their bodies?  
Yes. I think that it still has power. 
 
Do Khmer people do this too? 
Firstly, I think that some people get government official, police, and businessmen, they get bigger tattoos on their bodies.  
 
So now, not just Khmer people but foreigners too. 
Yeah, now I think that the power is moving. For example, before, this place had more power, but now another place has 
more power.  
 
Interview 07: Khmer Female Mid 20’s 
 
Okay so I will just read through the questions. Today is, I think, the 15th or 16th of July. Firstly, what is your name?  
My name is Hong Leakhena. 
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What do you do?  
I am an official at Royal University of Fine Arts.  
 
Where do you live in Cambodia?  
I live near …Phnom Penh T’mai 
 
In Phnom Penh, is that right?  
Yes.  
 
How long have you lived there? 
I have been living in Cambodia since I was born.  
 
Was that always in Phnom Penh? 
Yes. 
 
You’ve always lived in Phnom Penh. Okay. What do you understand by the word “spirituality”?  
For me, I think that spirituality is about the belief that, about the feeling, the belief that you believe on something. For 
example, if some people would see something strange, and they believe that it has spirituality in there. Most are 
Cambodian, and maybe some people have the seventh sense. So before they see something, sometimes they have a dream 
to call to go there. And the dream is like, you cannot see the real event, but you can just think about the dream and what’s 
happening. It’s not the real event, the dream will show you only the short action, and not like…you have to think about 
your dream. What is it? Because, for example, I used to dream that I, I don’t know that place, but I used to dream. And 
when I go that place, I’m surprised that I used to come here. That’s strange, yes. So most other times when I dream I 
always think about that dream, when it happened then. So when it happened to real, I believe on my dream.  
 
Right. Great. So, next question. In what ways – or how – do you see spirituality in the spaces and places around you?  
For Cambodians, we have, in Cambodia we have a lot of places like – spirituality, is not – its one religion but not included 
Buddhist or Roman…but it’s the spirituality in one village. It has been there in the village long time ago, so the people live 
in the village believe. And yeah for example, in Phnom Penh, we have Wat Phnom, one person – she is the one that created 
the village. Grandma Penh, yes, so people believe in her. Another example like, I just heard, but I don’t know – I heard that 
in front of Royal Palace, we call that statue Preah Ang Dorngkeu. 
 
And that’s where everyone goes?  
Yeah. That place is the one place that, only the one place that people in Phnom Penh believe in him. I heard that for kings 
at a period of time before, the kings when they have to go to fight the other, they have to [kneel], pray to him, before they 
go to fight. So every time that he prays before he goes to fight, when he [is] back, he always win the war. All the people, 
when they pray to him, like, they want to run a business success, for example. They promise that if they run it success, they 
will bring some food or fruits, so yeah. Most of the people, when they pray, they get what they want. So they believe on 
him.  
 
Would you pray to him as well?  
Yeah.  
 
Have you done so?  
Yeah.  
 
How often would you go?  
It depends, because like when graduate on grade 12, before I graduate, I go to pray. Yes.  
 
And then you graduated.  
Yes.  
 
Okay. Why are some places or spaces more spiritually important than others?  
I think that it’s in the spirituality. It depends on power of the one that we pray [to]. If they have the strong power and they 
make people that believe on him, if they, the people, pray to him, they get what they want – so people will continue to 
believe.  
 
And are there any edges or boundaries to spiritual places?  
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I think that there is no, we cannot see the edges or boundaries, but people believe that this area, this, like Preah Ang 
Dorngkeu or Wat Phnom, it’s the place with spirituality space for people in Phnom Penh. And like Battambang, we have … 
so he managed at the Battambang Province. You know it’s funny that, in Battambang, when people like to guess the rain – 
if they see the dark sky, they will, you know, guess [who will get the money].  
 
Oh, like gamble. Bet.  
Yes. So, they guess that if the rain fills up one glass, they won. If some people say no, rain will not fill up glass, so they…and 
all the people, they go to pray… 
 
To find the answer. 
Yeah, so they gave a lot of food to them. So it’s the belief.  
 
Oh okay, so they want good luck. 
Yeah.  
 
Oh okay. So the space in front of Wat Phnom – that space is important, but you would have to go to that space. You 
cannot pray to Preah Ang Dorngkeu if you were not there. You’d need to go that place, is that correct?  
For some people, they will think that we have to go to the direct place. But some believe that no, even though we stay far 
away. We just have [two]. [When] we pray, we have to have incense sticks. If you stay far away, you have only sticks and 
just pray because the sticks have fire. In one religion, they believe that the fire can [give] your prayers to the one that you 
pray. So yes, sticks can fly your prayers.  
 
Oh I see. Through fire.  
Yeah.  
 
Now in what ways does the city have or show spiritual space?  
Spiritual place – like we have statues. Yeah. Because even we believe on someone or, but we cannot imagine at all. So we 
need one statue to – so the feeling of people cannot imagine all the time, so we need one statue to think or to pray in front 
of the statue.  
 
Right right.  
Sometimes like Wat Phnom, we have small mountain there. We know that the one person, she created that. She need to 
create that mountain. But if we don’t have her picture, people will forget her. So we need a statue.  
 
So that is the city – but how about smaller – in what ways does the house have spiritual space?  
Yes, like because it Preah Ko – Preah Ko, the god that manage the people live on the land. One area for house, like in here.  
 
Is it like a spirit shrine?  
Like a small house. 
 
The spirit house?  
Yeah.  
 
Yeah, yeah I know.  
And for Chinese people, they put on the ground. But for Cambodian, we have a small house that we have one column. 
 
Yes, and would you put that inside or outside the house?  
For Cambodian we put this one outside the house and look to the house.  
 
Oh outside.  
Yes but looks straight to the house.  
 
Oh so the main door of the spirit house faces the house.  
Yes, but for Chinese, they look to outside. 
 
What is the meaning of the Cambodian spirit house?  
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Yes, Cambodians believe that the god that manage people on the house will take care of us because they look, face to the 
house. But for Chinese, they look to outside because they believe that they also take care us but they look to somebody 
that go inside it. Some bad guys.  
 
Oh okay.  
Yeah.  
 
And do some houses have both?  
Yeah. It depends on people – like Chinese, they have both. Like my house, yeah.  
 
You have both?  
Yeah.  
 
So inside on the floor, and outside.  
Yeah.  
 
Wow. Do you have any other spiritual important spaces in the house?  
For Chinese we have one more, like our ancestors. We put on the top. 
 
Up high? Like a shelf?  
Like on – like the fan.  
 
Oh yeah, like on a shelf. Would that just be in one place in the house?  
Yes, one place. Can be in the middle of the house.  
 
Upstairs or downstairs?  
Upstairs.  
 
And for Cambodia, would they do anything else? Any other spiritual spaces? 
Some people will, like, their ancestors, they have the, you know the ceremony, you know the tiny ceremony that after they 
die they will burn the body and have the ceremony.  
 
Oh yeah, the ashes.  
They will, some people, they don’t want to put their ancestors at the pagoda, they will put inside the house.  
 
And just out to show people or in a cup stored away or…?  
It depends on their children. 
 
Wow. Okay, so, in what way do you believe, personally, and practice, this spirituality in your daily life?  
Like I said earlier, I believe on my seventh sense, and in my house, we have one place that put the statue god and my dad 
pray everyday. Yes. He told me that he can see something. I don’t know, but, I cannot see, but I believe. Before I go far 
from my house, like go to the village or we have to travel by car, so sometimes we accidentally have accidents. We don’t 
want that, so we need to pray before we travel. 
 
And you will pray – where will you pray? In front of the statue or...?  
Yes in front of the statue.  
 
And who is the statue of?  
There’s a lot. You know, [there’s] Buddha. Because we have a lot of statues and you know, in [Buddhism], we have special 
– my father said that we have – in Khmer we call it professor, a professor that came, take care us, came, manage us. But it’s 
a spirituality. He is old. He has long beard. And he looked like a professor because he is [an] expert on magic. In Cambodia, 
we have one place that people perform a story. Maybe I will show – they have a place outside. We call it in Khmer, Aye 
Saye 
 
Aye Saye?  
Yeah, so my father believe on him. I don’t know why he believes, maybe he dream or he can see something. 
 
Yeah. And he was a man – was he a man?  
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Yeah.  
 
But he’s died?  
He just spirituality. We believe – we know it’s from the stories that he is a professor of the Buddha.  
 
And you believe this? This is what you believe?  
Yeah.  
 
So you will pray when you go on long journeys? [Are] there any other things you will do, any other times you will pray?  
Yes, every…on Khmer calendar, we have one month, we have four days for pray – to go to the pagoda or something, so we 
need to take the fruit and pray for him.  
 
Okay, question 12. In what ways does nature feature in your spirituality? Or doesn’t it?  
I think the seventh sense, I don’t know if it’s real or not, but sometimes when bad event comes, I feel not good. So I think 
it’s maybe seventh sense.  
 
In all of Cambodia, what do you think is the most spiritual place and why?  
I think that Preah Ang Dorngkeu in front of the Royal Palace. Yes. Because most, a lot of, maybe all of Cambodians pray for 
him. Yes, and he has the strong power.  
 
Who was he? Dorngkeu. 
Maybe – it’s a long story you know. Before we have one thing that show from the four waters and its – people believe that 
its, I don’t know. Maybe people keep it in front of the Royal Palace and when something that shows from the water or river 
or ocean, they believe that it is very strange so they believe that it is a good thing.  
  
So something came out of the water? And that’s – and it was put in the shrine.  
Yeah. Grandma Phnom Penh, she also found the, I think four or five Buddhas, in front of the Koki Tree that flood to the –  
 
The water.  
Yeah, so she get it in and pray and lead people to create that small mountain. But she just like a leader of the village. It’s a 
real story. But Preah Ang Dorngkeu, it’s just a story. I don’t know if it’s real or not.  
 
So the most important spiritual places are in Phnom Penh, they are not, for example, in Angkor – in Siem Reap, or 
Angkor Wat. These places are more important in Cambodia – sorry, I’m on question 13 still.  
I think Angkor Wat temple is the most spiritual place, yes, because like, we believe that when on the Buddha Day, that 
calendar that we have four days – we don’t let the people go at the top of the Angkor Wat. You know, it’s just, I just heard 
my dad say that the god will – the god and the army will have a meeting on that day. So we don’t want to let other people, 
the normal people go there.  
 
Is this the god and his spiritual army, or…? 
Spiritual army. And the king, the ancestor king.  
 
Oh so they all meet. All the spirits meet at the top.  
Yeah, you know before, I heard that, but they not yet close on that day. But now –  
 
But now they are starting to close it.  
It’s real, I don’t know. Because maybe the government also believe that story. And all the people that believe on Buddha, 
they come to Angkor Wat too, and some people, write on the rock, on the temple that this is the, you know the heaven. 
 
Heaven.  
Yeah.  
 
This is heaven?  
Yeah, heaven on earth.  
 
Oh okay. I think we’re on question 15, because you talked about Phnom Penh in question fourteen. In the future, how 
will this spirituality continue, that you are talking about?  



191 
 

Like I said earlier, when people can see something strange, and another people cannot. So there are people that can see 
will believe more than others. And so it will pass to another generation. For me, I’m waiting to see that they say that 
Cambodians, Vietnam, and Thai will have something, will have a war. 
 
Oh really?  
Yeah, will have a war. And the spirituality create army and will do something like, the real army and the spirit army will 
fight together. 
 
How do you know this?  
From my father. He said that I’m just waiting to see.  
 
Who will win? Do you know who will win the war? Does he know that or...?  
He knows that, but he don’t know the specific time because the time will depend on Cambodia, Thailand, Vietnam. You 
know, sometimes we like, my father, because he can’t speak like a lot of languages, but it’s the language that connected to 
the people that have spirituality too. The real people. But they pray like him. Sometimes I, its quite really strange, but they 
can communicate. So –  
 
This is living people or in the spirit world?  
Yeah living people, but they believe on God too.  
 
So is that one way that this continues in a family? So your father is passing onto you.  
Yes.  
 
Will you pass this onto your children too?  
Yes. 
 
Are there any other types of spirituality in Phnom Penh?  
Yes, we have Muslim, Christian, we have the house, the pagoda. 
 
Do these other types have spiritual spaces too, and what are they?  
I don’t know, because we used to go there, but we feel nothing.  
 
Go where, sorry?  
I used to go to pagoda, like and I meet to the people that believe on Muslim, that believe on Christian – so even we have 
different religion, but that is okay we can communicate it and we know that they pray – like a Muslim, they pray, they 
didn’t eat food in the evening, and they pray for god. But I feel nothing.  
 
Was that the same when you went to the pagoda as well? 
Yeah. I don’t know, I just, when we go to the pagoda, we take food to the monks, we believe that that food will go to our 
ancestors. We just do the good thing and we feel good. In Khmer culture we create ceremonies – invite the monks to our 
house. We have, we invite the village, other people to come take the food for monks. So my dad said that when we take 
the food to the monk and we do something good, we know that how much that we gave the god after we believe.  
 
He can see the [good].   
Yeah but I don’t know.  
 
Wow. Very interesting. And last question, do you have any other further things to add? Anything more to say about 
spirituality and space in Cambodia?  
Spirituality and space, it can be created by people. For example, like when people see the tree, it is big and strange, have 
something like the form different from other trees, they will put something, or statue, stick to the tree, and they pray. 
Sometimes, when they walk across that tree or that place, they feel they can see something. So, that person will tell the 
people in the village that they see something. For example, they dream something that the tree told him that something – 
we need to do this, do that. So people sometimes, at first don’t believe it. When they have something that is not good on 
…they will believe and do. After do this, do that, they will just have some [good]. They can live in normal – and don’t have 
something destroy their village.  
 
Wow amazing. Great. Anything else?  
I think that’s all.  
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Great. 
Thank you.  
 
No thank you very much, that was brilliant.  
 
Interview 08: Khmer Male Late 30’s 
 
Thank you Lokru Karno for agreeing to do this interview. So first question – what is your name?  
My name is Chhay Karno.   
 
What do you do?  
I am a lecturer at the Faculty of Architecture and Urbanism for Royal University of Fine Arts.  
 
Where do you live in Cambodia?  
I live in Phnom Penh, Tuol Kork area.  
 
How long have you lived there?  
35 years.  
 
Wow, so does that mean you’re 35? You’re not 35 though…  
I am 39 right now, I came here when I was small, so I grow up in Phnom Penh. So I think that they choose me is in the right 
way, I know about the city and I learn some about the city also.  
 
What do you understand by the word “spirituality”?  
The word “spirituality” is like about sense, or like, something related to belief.  
 
Okay. In what ways do you see spirituality in the spaces and places around you?  
The way I see the spirituality and the space around me is about, like –  
 
Or some examples of spirituality in the spaces and places around you.  
Like it’s a different design from the normal, and the space they put like, something related to the spirits, sculptures, 
statues, and they have the space for us do to the worship, praying, something. And the design of the building is different 
from the residential or commercial buildings – it’s a special design.  
 
In what way is it special?  
Like more decorations, more colour – a golden colour – more attractive, something like that.  
 
So why then, are some places or spaces more spiritual than other places? Is there a reason?  
This is question six, right?  
 
Yeah. Actually no – question seven. Why are there are some spaces or places that are more spiritual than other spaces 
or places?  
I think it’s related to location. Yes, it’s crowded or its calm. Yes, it’s related to some, the design. And also related to the 
history, because of some of the spiritual places have a long history and people go there and pray, and many people go 
there, and the history is very clear, understandable.  
 
So are there any edges or boundaries to spiritual spaces?  
Yes, it’s related to the building and design. The boundary is important to see. For example, they have a fence to protect the 
place. Sometimes they don’t have fence but they have water around to protect place, so the place is well protected. Safe 
place, calm place, something like that. Sometimes they use garden or wall to create a boundary of the spirit place and also 
construction materials is also important to investigate, to see, around the spiritual place.  
 
What sort of materials?  
Some places they use, example, special sandstone, sometimes they use metal, but with a nice decoration compared to the 
normal building.  
 
Question nine – in what ways does the city have or show spiritual space?  
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I think that there are a lot of things for this question. We can see a lot of elements in the city, for example, pagodas or 
maybe Christian church, yes also can be the way we can see the spirit of the city, and people’s activities, because they also 
show like culture, or like what they continue to believe from each other, from their ancestors, how to do. Activities and 
space design in the city and building – building design can be part of the spirit of the city as well.  
 
So that’s the city – so in a more smaller scale, in what ways does the house have spiritual space?  
Yeah, the house has many small spiritual spaces inside. Example – when we start to enter inside the fence of the house, we 
can see on the right, on the left of your hand you can see a spirit house – it can tell that, like the spirit who take cares of 
the house – can be male or female. Sometimes people in Cambodia, they believe that they can dream of them. They come 
to visit us, and they tell something to us. Mostly are good, not tell the bad things. Yes. Because they take care of us – and if 
you enter the house, you can see some spirit house, like the spirit inside the house – related to ancestors, for example, a 
photoscape, background. And also the spirit related to the religion. Like I am Buddhist, I have like a Buddhist photo or 
drawing, or sculpture, and we pray every Buddhist Day. It’s about once per eight days, something like that, and…  
 
Where would those items be in the house? Is there a special place in the house?  
Yes there is a special place, sometimes when we reach the living room, we can see that spirit on the floor. Yeah but 
sometimes they put on the shelf. Yeah it depends on level of spirit they believe. Example, like Buddhist, they put the 
Buddhist belief, they put that kind of shelf on the upper level, and after that is ancestors, and others.  
 
So the ancestors would be put on a shelf?  
Yes, put on a shelf. But sometimes they have also belief with spiritual, who are help them to have more income, to be 
richer – something – than others, but this is mostly related to Chinese belief also. You, if you enter some Cambodians’ 
houses you can see like a fat guy, smiling, and have a lot of money around, gold around, this is also part of belief – 
influence from China.  
 
You mentioned just before the interview about the cloth – could you share a bit about that?  
Yes this is a very special belief also – when –  
 
Is it Khmer?  
Yes, this is Khmer. Mostly we include in the wooden house. And it still remains until now, mostly wooden house. When 
they start construction and then they have already finished structure, they put that cloth with drawings and typing 
something about like happiness, when they stay inside that house. The cloth is sized around maybe 80 centimetres by 60 
centimetres. They put on the structure – like on the top of the structure – to take care like, something, to take care of their 
house.  
 
Out of interest – you as an architect, when you are constructing houses – would you when you are constructing a house, 
put these sorts of things in the house as you are doing the construction of a house? Or would this be for the owner to 
do?  
For this, I think owner request builder to find that. It depends on the discussion. By my dad build house, he requested the 
builder because the builder knows more about that, because of owner just stay at home, and sometimes they don’t know 
much about the spirituality preparation like that, but builder, they know about that story more than us. And then they 
network also how to get the kind of Yantra, the kind of red cloth, so they just bring to us. But mostly, they have, I don’t 
know what the word is in English, but they – the one who makes red cloths – they have a spiritual “speak” to the red cloth, 
and then we use that. If not the speaking something, if like have a ceremony, a small ceremony, I think that the red cloth 
will not work.  
 
Oh okay. So it’s like the very words that are written and spoken, kind of invite the spirits into the cloth.  
Still, continue to the modern house. During they start the construction, they also have red cloth, but they don’t put in the 
structure. They just – when they start they have a table and they just put the red cloth like a [pleat], and then they burn 
the candle, with the stick, incense, and then they pray something. I think they take the cloth to put at one safe place inside 
their home.  
 
Okay. So just in a safe place in the house? 
Yeah.  
 
Wow. Okay, so question 11 – in what ways do you personally believe and practice this spirituality in your daily life?  
I often praying for ancestors. Sometimes we also offer food – like we have small bowl of food, of fruits, and then we put 
together – we say something [like], “okay, today ancestors, we have these kinds of food so we would like to offer to you or 
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to them – please eat and something”, but we still use some kind of light or burn something, in order to prove that we open 
the door for them to come and eat, something like that. And also, we also pray to spirits who take care of the house – 
every spirit in the house, we pray to all of them. Even some Cambodian people, they believe in other spirits, like kitchen 
spirits also, because if they want to have good food everyday. Have you heard about that?  
 
No no.  
The kitchen spirit – but we have a small place, mostly they have a red wall and then they put something inside, and we can 
burn every Buddhist day.  
 
And is that every eight days?  
Every eight days.  
 
Wow.  
Let’s say seven or eight days because sometimes seven sometimes eight, because one circle is 30 days.  
 
Okay okay, yeah because it’s the Buddhist calendar – its slightly different. So next question is, what rituals or 
ceremonies are important in your spirituality? Question 12.  
New house ceremony, New Year ceremony, and also sometimes we call Pchum Ben. You know Pchum Ben? Yeah, Pchum 
Ben is a very big ceremony – we pray for ancestors and we have a big holiday at that time also, so every Cambodian people 
they join Pchum Ben ceremony. We call that the biggest ceremony that we pray for our ancestors. Sometimes we have also 
ceremony with the, to make us, like, I don’t know what the word – to make more happiness, to make more healthy…  
 
What would you do in that ceremony?  
We invite monks to come to our house. Yes. And then we burn candles and sticks, incense, at every spirit, to know that we 
are doing ceremony. We inform them, also.  
 
And then the monks will do, they’ll conduct the ceremony? 
Yeah.  
 
Wow. Would that be inside the house or outside the house? That you did that ceremony. 
Inside the house.  
 
Question 13 – in what ways does nature feature in your spirituality?  
This is the question for inside or outside the house?  
 
Either. Does the natural world feature at all in your spirituality?  
I think that for the natural features, this is on the design right?  
 
No no, it would be like –  
I understand, I understand it. So like before I think that it’s about the design features – now I think about the natural 
features. Example, at the place where very silent and calm place, like mountains. Yes, they think that there are spirits 
inside. In the forest, sometimes, at the place, the nice place, calm near the water. Yes. Also inside the cave, yes mostly they 
think the spirits will take care. Yes. Sometimes if you go to the cave in Cambodia, you can see they put Buddhist, they put 
something, sometimes they have, they make a sculpture on the stone. These also kind of the features, that can, that 
people believe in the spirits in that place.  
 
In your spirituality, who are the most important people in your spirituality and why are they so important?  
I think mostly the elders in the family, they have a connection more about belief, because they have more experience 
about that. They know about how to do. Mostly grandparents or parents. Yes. And they have more time to do that. Their 
families [are aware] of how to do this. And for children, they can see day by day, maybe in the future, they become older, 
they understand how to do as well. So the older have more, like, stronger to connect to the spirits.  
 
[Are] there any other people in – you mentioned monks – is there any kind of official people who are important? You 
mentioned monks would come and conduct the ceremony, so would monks be important?  
After the monks, we can invite like the older people who stay inside the pagoda who know about the ceremony, and to 
come to conduct is also okay. Yes. But they prefer the monks.  
 
Great. Question 15 – what symbols or things, items, are important in your spirituality?  



195 
 

A symbol that are important is – one is place that we place the spirits with the kind of space or structure design. It is not big 
or small. With light. Light is important. Sometimes, materials is also important. We put photos, sketch, or maybe sculptures 
inside that, and combine together, they become a element of belief of spirits. And also, drawing or sculpture we can 
separate in different designs. For example Buddhist, you make different kinds of design; and for the belief of [religiosity], 
the sculptures will be different design as well. Like I mentioned before, fat and a lot of gold inside, but for the Buddhist 
sculptures, like look thinner, look nicer, look smarter – something like that.  
 
Okay. Great. Okay question 16 – in Cambodia, what do you think is the most spiritual place and why?  
For the question I forgot to find the place. There are some very important spiritual places in Cambodia. Angkor Wat is one 
of the most believed for Cambodian people, mostly when they go to Angkor Wat they pray. And also, even the government 
still believes the spiritual spirit of Angkor Wat. They have a very strong influence to the Cambodian belief. Some, during 
they open the new government, they also go to there to pray, to say something that is true. After that, they do true or not 
true. But yeah, it is one of the most important places. Sometimes they use Bayon, but I think Angkor Wat is a more…I mean 
that, among the people more, they go to pray there.  
 
More popular. 
Yeah, more popular.  
 
Are there any other places in Cambodia? Any other places?  
Yes, because of this my answer in question…It’s okay we can continue at number 16, we can talk about the ancient 
buildings. We almost – all ancient buildings, they have belief inside. I don’t know if my word is right or not, but every 
temple, they have like a spirit to take care, and then people believe when we go back – I think that Angkor Wat is the 
biggest one, and also the design is the nicest, and also the biggest. That is why I think that this is one of the most important 
places for the spirits.  
 
Question 17 – in Phnom Penh, what do you think is the most spiritual place and why?  
I think that the most spiritual place in Phnom Penh is Wat Phnom because it has a clear history about spirits 100 years ago. 
They built by a very strong commitment to have a small mountain. A small hill. They built pagoda and also include – pagoda 
is a nice design, and also include some stupa of the king at the top. That is why all elements combined together it becomes 
a very strong element of spirit place. Also many people they believe they go there to pray something, for healthy, 
happiness, wealthy. And also, related to the space design and the hierarchy, space is very high. That is why it is the most 
important for Phnom Penh.  
 
Are there any other spaces in Phnom Penh?  
Yes there are many more but the second important that Cambodian people believe is at the front of Royal Palace. We call 
Preah Ang Dorngkeu. I think that you can see a structure on top and then people can pray on the small building around.  
 
Yeah, there are two buildings aren’t there, and one of them many people go to.  
Yes. 
 
Is that where the shrine is? 
Yeah, the shrine is there. And also the structure here. 
 
There’s a tall structure. 
Yeah, a tall structure.  
 
Next to the small – okay okay. Why is that place important?  
For this history, I’m not really sure. Probably it is on the intersection of the four rivers together, between the river and 
Royal Palace. I think, as I mentioned before, the spirit, sometimes the people believe at the very special place, like at the 
mountain, calm place, caves, something like that. So here is the spirit between the water and the city.  
 
Question 18 – in the future – you’ve shared a lot about Khmer spirituality as you understand it – can this spirituality 
continue? How will this spirituality continue?  
I think yes it is very good question, because it relates to culture, relates to spirits, the way to maintain those spirits are first, 
is about education. So we need to teach people, or tell people to understand the spirits, because of spirits, sometimes 
people believe it is bad, but spirits people believe that this is good because the good spirits can help people to have more 
warm feeling, belief in their life, and something. So when we educate them to understand that. So they just go there 
[gently] or morality, and still keep to continue those beliefs. But if they are in the low education or not understand, they 
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just go there. Sometimes they do something bad, whatever, they don’t care. So spirits will die. So education is important 
and conservation is also important – still keep nice place, calm place, good materials, design, and space design around the 
spirits should be – people go there and like comfortable to the space, and they like to come.  
 
Great. And question 19 – are there any other types of spirituality in Phnom Penh?  
There are many types of spirituality, belief, in Phnom Penh. In Cambodian style, Cambodian type, they have, like I showed 
you some examples – Wat Phnom, or Preah Ang Dorngkeu, or somewhere in Phnom Penh. But some other types, they 
include like Chinese beliefs, they build kind of different structures, different buildings with like curved roof, with red 
colours. Yes. And Vietnamese beliefs also, they build sometimes similar to Chinese but more colour, with the golden 
colour. Maybe also Christian beliefs, because I saw some, maybe churches in the city.  
 
Yeah, you’ve kind of answered question 20 – do these types have spiritual spaces too and what are they? So finally, 
question 21, do you have anything further to add to what we’ve talked about in the questionnaire?  
Actually I have, but I answered some other question because you asked me outside of these. Like preconstruction spirits, at 
home, or preconstruction of the city, we also have the belief like we pray that our place should be, after we build the city, 
or after we build a house, we would like, we want to, like, invite people to come and stay with a very safely, healthy, 
something like that, so during preconstruction we invite monks, we have some kind of red cloth or something – maybe 
some food, like chicken, or pig, or something – depends on how big of a construction. This is okay, one kind of spiritual 
construction. And also, sometimes construction is already done, but when they move construction, when they demolish, 
also they, they also need to do similar thing also. But mostly smaller beliefs. Smaller pay. But for construction they already 
have money, so then they make big ceremony. One more thing – sometimes when people want to move their wooden 
house from one location to other, so they also pray or do something related to what they believe spirit of their house, they 
invite the spirits who take care of this house – “okay we move house to there, please go together with us to stay at the 
new location.” Yes, and depending on distance, 400 or 200 metres – they don’t demolish, they just move house directly.  
 
Like pick it up and move?  
Yeah, pick it up, put on the road, and then they pull it and if they move to the far place, I think that they demolish and 
refabricate the building.  
 
Wow, very interesting. Okay, thank you very much.  
Thank you for asking me many good questions. I like the questions a lot.  
Interview 09: Khmer Female Late 40’s 
 
Thank you Somalay for agreeing to this interview. And firstly, what is your name?  
Somalay. 
 
What do you do?  
I am presently, I have two jobs. One job I work as finance assistance in OMF, and another one is I work part time at the 
fishery office in Kandal province.  
 
Are you still working there?  
Yes. I’m an employee there.  
 
Where do you live in Cambodia?  
I live in a suburb of Phnom Penh, in Kandal province, Ta Khmau.  
 
How long have you lived there?  
All my life, except three years away, during Khmer Rouge. So say from 1979 until now.  
 
Now, what do you understand by the word “spirituality”?  
I would think that it’s the belief, or, it’s our faith, the belief in – generally people would say in a religion. But for me, the 
spirituality is our faith in God.  
 
And in what way do you see spirituality in the places and spaces around you?  
What do you mean by spaces?  
 
So in the, as you live, in the spaces around you, do you see your spirituality in those spaces?  
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I think so – like if I come to work in OMF, everybody, I would assume that, almost everyone are Christians. Our brothers 
and sisters. We would see that because our faith is one, I would feel, like here in OMF, there are more spirituality impact to 
me than probably somewhere else. See if I go to government office, to my government office, there probably is only me as 
a Christian. Yeah.  
 
So you started to answer this in question seven, why are some places and spaces more spiritual than others?  
Yeah. I think probably I would give the same answer – it depends on where I work or live amongst Christians, and then 
where I live amongst unbelievers.  
 
Right, so it’s related to people.  
Yeah. It’s related to people. To me, the buildings – it doesn’t really say much about spirituality. If I go to a church, it’s the 
people – the worship, the people, the fellow believers, that impacts my spirituality. It’s not the buildings.  
 
So then, would you say, are there any edges or boundaries to spiritual space?  
I don’t really…probably, because I rarely go into the temples, I mean, Buddhist temples or anything. But if I entered there, I 
would just see probably the buildings or the monks who, in their robes. Probably, I would think this is where people come 
to worship idols or to do, we would say, some religious activities or something like that. But because I don’t believe that 
those places have any power, or anything – so to me it doesn’t really impact.  
 
In what ways does the city have or show spiritual space?  
In what way…? Yeah. If you go through the streets of Phnom Penh, you’ll see some idols that people put on some corners 
and places. In the past, we don’t really have this – people only do it in their home. These days, I think probably there is 
some influence from Thailand, or Vietnam, or other places like supermarkets, in big shopping malls, something, people 
erect the [worship] of angels, like that. So we see more and more when people, when the society grows, people probably 
find – are looking for – the support of their minds and souls – so you see more and more. And the temple, they try to 
decorate more and more. It probably, it shows that – their impacts [on] the city or surrounding where I live, even in my 
hometown or here. People pay more and more attention to those things. Not when we were poor. I think probably people 
couldn’t afford it, that’s why it was kind of ignored those, but now people are a big better. Their livelihood is a bit better, 
so you can see more of these spiritual worships or things that grow stronger in the city. And also, it’s not just the building, 
but if you listen to Khmer people, they are more and more aware of what they would want to do to make their life better. 
Like, when you want to build a house, you have to find a good day, which one. It’s more like Chinese and Khmer – some 
people, before you go to live in a new house, you invite monks to come or something like that, so I think that this is all 
impacts.  
 
So you started to mention about the house – so the next question is question 10, in what ways does the house have 
spiritual space?  
I think if you enter a typical Khmer house, Khmer or Chinese, you will see right away an altar. Probably Chinese, they have 
two, three altars. One is for some kind of, what you call Neak Ta, and then second is for their ancestors, and some other 
things. So Khmer house, at least you see one or two. In front house, they have altar for the tevoda or angels.  
 
Is that on the columns of the house?  
Or, some people when their parents pass away, and cremated, they keep the ashes in front of their house. So like for us as 
Christians, we see our house clean of those things. Yeah.  
 
So there’s no need to have any.  
No.  
 
Okay. So in what ways do you believe and practice your spirituality in your daily life?  
I think being, I’m not saying I’m being a faithful or strong believer, but I think as a Christian, we should – our faith and life – 
every single step, every single thing that we do, should be attached. Because if we say that we want to do everything 
according to God’s will, every little thing in our life, we want to obey God. Doesn’t matter at work, or the way we behave, 
or even we travel through the streets, we want our life to be attached to our faith. Every single second. So I think we 
should do that, although sometimes we are distracted from what we thought we are, as Christians. To me, I think I want to 
follow my faith in God in every single step of my life. So that means I practice – I would want to practice – my faith at all 
times. Anywhere, anyplace.  
 
Great. What rituals are important in your spirituality?  
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I don’t really think that rituals matter. Like we go to church every Sunday, but that is a special day that God says we can 
rest. And we rest spiritually, and resting means that we go to meet each other once a week, and probably more than once 
a week. We pray together and then also we worship God. We sing and then we listen to sermons. But, I think people 
probably, different churches, for example in different churches, we probably have different rituals. I don’t know whether 
that’s called rituals or not but like, we have different arrangements in worship. Like some people they sing first, some 
people they – but the real rituals is that we worship God with our hearts. I don’t really care – mind – if I go to a church 
where they collect the offering at the last step. Yeah, probably we Christians probably have less and less rituals than the 
other faiths.  
 
Question 13 – in what ways does nature feature in your spirituality?  
Yes, I think that because God created the nature, people will say that this is nature, thomajeat in Cambodian, but 
something, it’s all God’s creations. If we observe and think about how God created things from us, this world to live, 
everything, will see how great He is, how His grace impacts us. We breathe His oxygen. We consume His greeneries, the 
fish, the animals, to live. Yeah, I think, when you look at the nature and think about it, you will praise God that, how He 
prepared this world, this nature for us, so that we can live and praise Him. 
 
Who are the most important people in your spirituality and why?  
In terms of person, I can’t say who, because there are lots of friends especially in OMF that I get lots of encouragements by 
their example. And when we have little talks or we share our ideas, I feel very grateful that I am among these peoples of 
God. Because I came to know God through my cousin, she probably was the first that I know as a Christian. So I came to 
God through her, probably in the past, in the past she was probably the most influential person in my life, in terms of faith. 
But I think that there are lots of people surrounds me – that I feel very special.  
  
Are there any symbols that are important in your spirituality?  
Symbols? You mean tangible?  
 
However you feel –  
I think, to me, as a Christian, the very symbol to tell that I am a Christian is actions. Because I thought if one says that I am a 
Christian, I love God, and I love people, but if you don’t express it out, nobody can see. And I would observe someone if 
they, this person says, “I am a Christian.” I would see whether what they say is true. And the same way to me – if I say that 
I love God and I am a Christian, I think people would look at me, look at how I live, look at my attitude, my everything. It 
would be the best symbol, to tell people that I am the people of God.  
 
Now in Cambodia – question 16 – what do you think is the most spiritual place and why?  
I think probably people will think the Buddhist temple, because that’s where people go during special occasions. Chinese 
New Year, Pchum Ben things. People usually don’t really practice their faith at home, for the Buddhists. So I would think 
that they say, ask in general, they would say the Buddhist temple. For Christians, we all know that it’s not just at the church 
that we can worship God – everywhere – in our bedroom, at home, certain places.  
 
So moving on a little, in Phnom Penh then, what do you think is the most spiritual place and why?  
I think in Phnom Penh, you probably have seen that every, twice every month, people will go to the riverside in front of the 
Royal Palace, where they think its very powerful if you pray for something, you probably get an answer. Before the high 
school exams, you will see lots of young people going there to offer, to pray, and if they pass their exams they will go back 
to fulfill their promise. Yes, I think that is probably one. Also in Wat Phnom. In the past, people go there a lot. In my 
hometown, there is one too. On National Road Number Two, the road that connects Phnom Penh to National Number 
Two, a few years back, they erect a statue called Black Grandfather. In Khmer we call it Ta Khmau. Like twice every month, 
you’ll see people come and offer incense sticks and bananas. Once in a while, they will also offer the music and things.  
 
And is it usually to get something?  
Yes, or they went back to fulfill their promise. They asked for something, then it was granted – like okay, if you asked, say, 
“help me to pass my exam, I’ll go back and offer you a chicken or a banana.” And when they pass their exam, they’ll go 
back. In Khmer we call it lya bon nan – first you go to bon sran, and when you succeed in something that you asked for, you 
go back and give what you promise.  
 
So in the future – you’ve shared about your spirituality and you’ve also shared about kind of traditional Khmer 
spirituality – two spiritualties – how do you see spirituality continuing in Cambodia?  
I realized that these people kind of mentioned before, when they, their livelihoods is getting better, their living standards 
are getting better, people seem to dig back to the old traditions, to the old ways, rituals, and you see more and more 
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things happen or something go astray from the traditions. Say, because here, in general people practice Buddhist, so it’s 
kind of getting – the way people practice their belief – is getting bigger and bigger. But also, it’s strayed from the original. 
I’ve heard that these days, in any occasion, like if you do [bon sran]. Like in Khmer we have many [bon sran]. In the past 
during [twuh bong], you don’t have the orchestra. But now, if you have [bon be jae goon], you have music, like the modern 
music, the young people, they like dancing, which is something – it’s a new trend. I don’t know in the future, how this will 
change, but I think for Christians, because we – to me, I don’t see any big things, changes in the way people worship, 
gather together to pray, in our practice of our faith. I don’t really see a big change.  
 
Are there any other types of spirituality in Phnom Penh? You’ve shared about Buddhism, Christianity – are there any 
other types?  
Yeah, Muslims. I think probably there are four big faiths – one is the Buddhist, I think Chinese, because they live in 
Cambodia a lot time, they keep their traditions – like they worship their ancestors – at the same time, they also practice 
Cambodian Buddhist, like they go to temple. For Khmer, in the past, you see somebody with dark skin, then you think they 
are Khmer, and they don’t really practice Chinese – they don’t offer food or worship the ancestors at home, but you know 
today – it’s the Chinese big festival, they call it [bon sae be gai tuk]. So in the past, its only Chinese, or those who have 
ancestors from China who practice this festival. But yesterday I went to market, and even those you know, real Khmer, 
they have no – probably their ancestors were all born in Cambodia – I met a friend who studied at high school together. I 
didn’t see her for a long time so I met her yesterday, and after greeting, I said what are you doing in the market? And she 
said just get some veggies, get some meat, some things to prepare for tomorrow [bon sae be gai tuk]. And it surprised me 
because in her family I know her well, there is no Chinese – so people seem to believe that the Chinese get rich because 
they practice this ancestor worship or something. So it’s kind of mixed up, between the Chinese belief and the Buddhist. 
And the Vietnamese, they are probably quite close to Chinese, and the Muslims, and the Christians.  
 
So these are the types of spiritualties – do they have special spiritual spaces and places as well?  
The Chinese yes. In the past they don’t, but these days they have their own Chinese temples. And the Vietnamese, they 
also have their own temples, and sometimes they go with the Chinese together, with the Chinese and Vietnamese temple 
but I, along National Number Two, I realized that there are one or two, used to be Chinese temples, but its more like 
Vietnamese who go there, a lot more than Chinese.  
 
Great, so last question – do you have anything further you’d like to say about what we’ve talked about?  
I thought, in the past, I never think about all these questions that you asked. But I realized that it has something that I have 
probably we, it probably impacts our spiritual life everyday, and we just didn’t really realize how much in our life that it 
impacts us.  
 
Great, thank you very much.  
You’re welcome, sorry if I’m not really helpful.  
 
No, fantastic Somalay, fantastic.  
  
Interview 10: Khmer Female Late 40’s 
 
What is your name? 
My name is Yim Ny.  
 
Where do you live?  
I like in Sangkat, Phnom Penh Thmey, Khan Sen Sok. 
 
What do you do?  
I am a teacher.  
 
What are you teaching?  
I am a high school teacher.  
 
How long have you lived in Phnom Penh Thmey?  
I lived there for eight years. Before that I lived in Boeung Keng Kang. 
 
Do you prefer living in Phnom Penh Thmey or Boeung Keng Kang?  
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Normally, I love to live in Boeung Keng Kang, but it’s not my house, it’s my sister’s, so I have to find my own house with an 
affordable price. So I decided to buy a piece of land and build a house in Phnom Penh Thmey.  
 
Did you build a new one? Is it a shophouse?  
Yes, a shophouse and by myself.  
 
When I use the word “spirituality”, what do you think of it?  
 I think spirits do exist. Before we believe only one spirit – the spirit that is related to Agrak Neak Ta spirits and ghosts’ 
spirits for old people. For whoever believes in Buddhism, people believe in ghost spirits.  They believe all of that helps them 
when they cannot do anything. But for me, before I also believed that, but now I believe in Christ. I believe it exists, but I 
don’t go for it. For whoever doesn’t believe in Christ, while they are walking along the street, they believe that there is 
Mering Gong Veal. When we touch or step on them, we get sick, and no medicine can help. But we can find Mering Gong 
Veal spirit gurus who can talk and ask what the problem is and what they want. They want bananas, chickens, or 
something else, so people can start to prepare for them – and then the sickness gets better. So they believe that, even 
nowadays in the countryside, they believe it. That is for the spirits. Because I believe in Christ, so I believe that God would 
help me. God is also a spirit, and I believe that he can help me, because God is a good spirit.  
 
In what way do you see spirituality in the city and in the spaces and places around you?   
Every place?  
 
Yes.  
Not only me, but every Cambodian believes in spirituality. Spirits are everywhere. They believe that spirits come. They 
believe that spirits live in trees, stones, and forests. That is where they believe the spirits live.  
 
In some places, it is more important, and in some places, it is less important?  
We believe the spirits live everywhere, but there is an important and less important place. We believe that people prepare 
a place for them – like statues, or big stones, and some nice decoration for whoever believes. They believe it is really 
important and they believe there is a spirit there, which is very powerful. When they want something, they go to that 
important place and ask for what they want and get what they want – this is the meaning of the powerful. For example 
Preah Ang Dorngkeu, riverside, and inside the Royal Palace. They have a statue of god, and other king, and that is called 
powerful.  
 
Next question – are there any edges or boundaries to spiritual space? Is there any important place? 
Preah Ang Dorngkeu. Yes, a small room inside is the most important place.  
 
What is the edge or the boundary?  
They call it Asron. They call it Preah Ang Dorngkeu – it is a place for spirits. They never call it Asron, but the actual word is 
Asron. They build a statue and Bai Say – in there, there is a strong spirit.  
 
The Asron has a 20 metre radius – is it important, and where is the boundary or edge? 
The most important is inside – don’t care whether it is a big or small room.  
 
And wall?  
Wall is wall. Around them, they also have the spirits, but inside Asron is the most powerful.  
 
Question nine – in the city, do they have a lot of spirit places or not, and where?  
Spirits live everywhere, it does not mean that the city has more and the countryside less, but only people who give the 
value to the place – they are not only strong in pagodas. Or some places that have a lot of people, we call it strong or 
powerful. Actually, spirits live everywhere, even in the forest. When they walk they believe spirits in the forest, when we 
eat and we have to put something for them, it is called Jrom. We put on a banana leaf and they put the food inside, on the 
banana leaf, and pray to them, wishing them to enjoy their food. They do that to avoid getting sick and for the spirits not to 
harm them. So, every place has spirits, so it depends on people who say that it is a lot or not, or whether a place has a lot 
or not.  
 
In the house, are there any important places?  
Yes. That’s for people who give value to a place, and prepare for it. But for one house, they believe in Buddhism, what is 
the important point is the Rean Tevoda for praying, and wish for good health. And some people, depends on that place if 
they dream anything, they go to play lotto. One more thing, a place in front of the room, there is a small walkway next to it 
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and people usually put the sacrifice things on the wall – we call it Gong Ma. It is also important. And one more – on the 
mezzanine floor, it is also important.  
 
What is the most important one amongst these three places?  
The most important one is Gong Ma.  
 
For you, who believes in Christ, are there any important places in your house? 
Everyday, I don’t let any spirits come into my house.  
 
How do you do after you believe in Christ and what do you do with life? Do you celebrate any celebrations?  
Before I believed in Christ, I was too young, I didn’t know anything, so I believe in Agrak spirits. My family was afraid of it, 
and so was I. Like, whenever I walk into the forest, I put the snacks in Asron as well. I believe that spirits exists, but now, 
after I believe in God, I only pray to Jesus. I didn’t do anything. But whenever there are other ceremonies, such as Khmer 
New Year, I also go back to my hometown because that is what I always did when I was young to visit my parents. But, we 
don’t burn incense. If I can afford, I give the money to the elderly. It’s just for that time, because we didn’t have so many 
chances to meet up like this every year. We don’t burn incense but we are involved and meet up and gather, but it does 
not mean that I believe in Agrak spirits – it’s just for a family gathering.  
 
Are there any important beliefs for yourself?  
I believe in Jesus. When there are important ceremonies, it is only Christmas, for sharing some food and candy in church 
and inside the house as well. We don’t need colourful lights, just simple. When there is an official ceremony, such as 
Pchum Ben, my neighbour was also wondering why I didn’t celebrate it. I told them that I believe in Jesus. I gather only on 
Christmas and every Saturday and Sunday for praying and reading the Bible and other activities. And they say that that’s 
good, but they don’t believe on me. They still believe in Buddhism, they haven’t changed.  
 
Do you believe in nature or not, in your own belief?  
I think nature is important.  
 
Because in Buddhism, they consider nature to be very important because it is a sacrifice place.  
But in our belief (Christians), nature is very important for our life, but not important for the spirit, because all of that, God 
created for us.  
 
For you, who are the most important people in your spirituality?  
For me, Guru Gong Veal. It is also strong. Sometimes our belief is less strong and sometimes, the Guru Gong Veal belief is 
stronger, but sometimes, our belief is stronger and the Guru Gong Veal belief is not as strong. It depends on Guru Gong 
Veal speaking. Sometimes they are good speakers and that is why people believe it.  
 
In Buddhism, which people are the most important? 
Ajaa and even higher is Sekreaj in pagodas. It is the chief of all. Sometimes they have Sekreaj higher than Sekreaj. And 
people, when they go to the pagodas, Sekreaj are the most important people that people want to meet. The full word of 
Sekreaj is Sangkreaj.  
 
What symbols are important for yourself?  
In Buddhism, we think a cross symbol is also important, but people don’t understand. When their child is sick and the 
doctor can’t help, people use the [black stuff around the pot] to draw a cross symbol – then the child stops crying – that is 
what they believe. For us, we also give value to the cross symbol. That is a symbol that we believe. In Buddhism, they also 
give value to the cross sign. After I grew up, I saw some Chinese people also use that cross sign. Whenever they bury 
people, they also use the cross sign. It shows us directly whenever we use and put that sign, the child stops crying – so that 
sign is used for getting rid of bad spirits. We do believe, same as Christians.  
 
What spirituality is the most important in the city?  
In pagodas. In the war, when people shoot them, they believe in dust and say the three important words – Preah But, 
Preah Thor, Preah Sang. Another thing is they put the dust on top of their heads. They believe that dust and the three 
words can help them to escape the situation. Because in Cambodia, it is a country of war.  
 
So are pagodas more important than Preah Ang Dorngkeu? 
 
It depends on what people give value to. 
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In Phnom Penh City, where are the important places?  
Two places – Wat Phnom and Preah Ang Dorngkeu. The most important one is Preah Ang Dorngkeu, and Wat Phnom is 
simple – it’s actually not simple – but people just believe in Preah Ang Dorngkeu more than Wat Phnom.  
 
In the future, how do you think this spirituality will continue?  
I still think it still continues if we don’t get the good information from Christianity.  
 
We are talking about Buddhism and Christianity, but are there any other religions besides that?  
I saw some people believe in Islam but I don’t know about that religion – they have their own belief.  
 
And where are the important places for Islam?  
The important place for them is the mosque. But for them, they believe in spells. Spells are something that they learn from 
spirits. The spirit that is very powerful and they can let people sick and love.  
 
Interesting. Last question – is there anything else you would like to add?  
I believe in Jesus so in my thoughts, I have a big goal – I want all people including Islam and other religions come to believe 
in Jesus. Only Jesus is alive. That is all I want. Yes, yes. People know that I believe in Jesus and wonder whether I have a 
peaceful mind, so I always do that to be their role model. 
 
Thank you Neakru. 
 
Interview 11: Khmer Male mid 20’s 
 
What is your name?  
Somrang Vejet (Moses) 
 
What do you do?  
In everyday work: I work as a designer. 
 
Where do you live in Cambodia?  
I live in village: Dom Nup Commune: Phnom Penh T’mai. District: Sansok. Capital: Phnom Penh. 
 
How long have you lived there?  
I have lived here 5 years already. 
 
What do you understand by the word ‘spirituality’?  
The word ‘spirit’ means one part of the body that has life since before we are born. Then it will live in the body when we 
stay in the world and it will continue after death to become another form until the resurrection. There are 5 spiritual parts: 
eyes; ear; smell; taste; and body. 
 
In what way do you see spirituality in the spaces and places around you?  
I can see spirit in the space and the place around me according to the time; such as at night when I close my eyes at night 
and it is a quiet place… 
 
Why are some places or spaces more spiritual than others?  
Some places or some spaces have many more spirits than other places depends on the condition of the place such as the 
forest with many trees and darkness etc…where there is the majority of the places of bad spirits. Another spiritual space in 
the public place is the place that people sacrifice/worship a lot etc…the majority of these places is for good spirits that help 
those people that come to sacrifice there. 
 
Are there any edges or boundaries to spiritual spaces? (and what are they?)  
In some place, edge, beach, bank or border the extent of the place is the area of sensing the spirit. 
 
In what ways does the city have or show spiritual space?  
We can know that in the city there is a place for spirits because some places have history that enables the spirit to stay 
there. Or it can be the place from a story that people know very well. And it can be a space for the public to cross/pass to 
worship/sacrifice in order to have peace when they travel. 
In what ways does the house have spiritual space?  
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We know that in the house we have spiritual space because people who live in houses respect and believe in the spirits. 
And we can know that there is one place that people prepare at a high point and another place at special points in the 
house. 
 
In what ways do you believe and practice this spirituality in your daily life?  
We believe and pray to the spirit in our daily life by respecting them, giving offerings and lighting incense to the spirit. 
 
What rituals are important in your spirituality?  
What is very important for my spirituality is praying and reading the bible every day (For the christian). For other peoples 
belief it is important to respect Buddha and make offering to the spirits. 
 
In what ways does nature feature in your spirituality?  
I think that this is a special characteristic for my personal spirituality when I study about it more and I see evidence for it in 
nature and creation. 
 
Who are the most important people in your spirituality (and why)?   
The important people in my personal spirituality are Jesus, my father, my mother and my family. Because these people are 
important in my life. 
 
What symbols are important in your spirituality?  
The symbols that are important in my spirituality are the cross (because I am a christian) and different pictures of Jesus 
(which we can experience). 
 
In Cambodia what do you think is the most spiritual place and why?   
In the country of Cambodia the most important spiritual places are places that have a lot of forests (mountains etc…) and 
in places of religious gathering. Because in the forest places there is not a lot of light and people go to meet the spirits. In 
the gathering places people go because these are usually important historical places or places where people are respected 
and have peace. 
 
In Phnom Penh what do you think is the most spiritual place and why?  
In Phnom Penh I think that the most spiritual place is places where there are the very big trees opposite the royal palace, 
also special worship places next to bridges etc… 
 
In the future how can this spirituality continue?  
In the future this spirituality will continue but development may stop people remembering. 
 
Are there any other types of spirituality in Phnom Penh?  
There are many types of spirituality in Phnom Penh some are good and some are bad. 
 
Do these other types have spiritual spaces too? what are they?  
All these types of spirituality have their own spaces where people go to experience the different types of spirituality 
 
Do you have anything further to add?  
As I study and make decisions I think the spaces of spirituality in the city are very important for future development to 
make a good city. Above is heaven and I understand that in the world we need to know this. I do not believe that people 
who make decisions or the rich think about this. Thank you. 
 
Interview 12: Khmer Male mid 60’s 
 
What is your name?  
Samdech Doung Pong 
 
What do you do?  
Right now I am the chief of the monks in the pagoda, appointed by the king. The former king, King Sihanouk, appointed me 
as the chief of the monks.  
 
Where do you live in Cambodia?  
Before, I lived at [A Kro Che Ma] District, Kampong Cham Province and became a monk in 1941. 
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How long have you lived here? 
I have lived here since 1996.  
 
What do you understand by the word “spirituality”?  
The spirit, that means still alive – not died yet. But only the body, when passed away, but the spirit still alive. The spirit, 
that means, they know, they still alive, they know. All the people have the spirit, all the same – together. [When the 
people, they start the loss the spirit, the ceiling, they stop it, something like that.]  
 
In what way do you see this spirituality in the spaces and places around you?  
The spirit, that means, from humanity. The people look like the water, like the oil that floats on water. The drop of the oil 
on the water, this is representative of the spirit. The spirits – there are two kinds – the good man and the second man. The 
spirit that follows the bad man and the good man. And the spirit sees spirit about the black and white, the white for the 
good man, the black for the bad man. Activity like that. Right now, it looks like easy to see the good man and the bad man, 
like the good man not had the mistakes – stole something, like that – but the bad man looked like stole the shop – like the 
thief that steals the motorbike. But the good people, not like this – only has the professional, like you me, also. If the bad 
man, they know, one drop on the water, is the good man. But the bad man, they don’t know one drop on the water – they 
don’t know – this is the bad man. But the good man knows. All humanity in the world have the spirit inside and outside in 
the world. You can see real, but sometimes the abstract you cannot see, the spirits are difficult to [see]. The spirits, that 
means, abstract – sometimes you can see, sometimes you cannot see.  
 
Why are some places or spaces more spiritually important than other spaces?  
Example – like the area for people that make the [flour rice] and the area for people that make the [road]. So the secret, 
like this. But the area only for the road and the industrial zones, and the other area only for [producing] field rice. And the 
people, the same, they believe the same.  
 
So therefore, would you say that all space is spiritually important? For example, is the pagoda more important than the 
field?  
That pagoda, that means the school for we study about the spirits – strong or not strong, that is according to the pagoda, 
and related about the spirit also. Believe or not believe, according stay in pagoda also, the school. But for the field rice only 
for produce the rice also. The pagoda for the school and for the set up the spirit also in pagoda also. According the people, 
the people believe or not.  
 
The next question is, are there any edges or boundaries to spiritual space? 
Actually, the spirit [is] not limited. Look like we eat the food, the rice, or we eat the dessert, the same – this is the spirit. At 
the [brain] for the spirit, the knowledge, from the pagoda, from the monks, according to the people. 
 
In what ways does the city have or show spiritual space?  
According the people, the people they practice the prayers, the law of the Buddha, yeah, they know about the spirits. In 
Phnom Penh City and the rural, the same – according to the people that believe and pray and the law of the Buddha. 
Everybody that believes and prays to God or reads documents of the Buddha, everybody that know by spirits, read the 
books and prays like this. The book in the city, there are technology, technology and between technology and the practice, 
the same in Phnom Penh also, and rural the same – according the technology, can show the evidence. But at rural, only 
natural, the spirits – from the rural. Between the modern and natural, actually at Phnom Penh, mostly at modern, but at 
rural, the natural, the spirits like this. The modern, that means, active soul, but at the rural, the [village].  
 
The natural. 
Yes, the natural. Combined rural and city, that means creates the spirits. Because the spirits believe and pray like the 
sondaj rean representative of the former king, he tried to stay here, studied about the spirits is true. And the Buddha 
that…that means the Buddha, the Buddha has the spirit also, inside and outside. That means, actually, the spirits inside and 
outside have. But after they study and pray, becomes the Buddha. And the Buddha, the [sit], and after that, pray and close 
eyes, and pray – meditate. That means create the brain and the knowledge from the Buddha. Before the Buddha, the same 
people, but not study not yet about the, after the pray have the brain, and after create the spirit. And after the monk to 
stay in pagoda, and after then, the Buddha went to rural, and after then, to stay in pagoda, they start the study and pray, 
become the knowledge and create the spirit. He said the Buddha studied – there are 10 points – 10 points, they study 
there are 10 points, the final only one. This is the Buddha the pray and study until success to the spirits, to the pagoda.  
 
Is it “enlightenment”? The English word might be “enlightenment”.  
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Yeah, enlightenment. Right now, the king said that the sondaj still to study the documents from the Buddha or something 
to know more about the spirits to stay here.   
 
The next question is, in what ways does the house have spiritual space? A normal house.  
The first, they don’t know about the spirits, the boundary or something like that, but we study by myself first. But after 
that we study, and after we pray, we start to know about the spirits around [us]. The first…by yourself first. You advise by 
yourself first, then after you know about the spirits around you. And after then, you can get the good things or the success. 
After you practice the good man, the good person, you start the other people look around you, they start believe the 
spirits and the other people start respect you, like the king, like the monk, something like that. Spirits around you, like that.  
 
The next question is similar – in what ways do you believe and practice this in your daily life?  
Actually the first, the king said that we practice, everybody, the practice the good things first, then after that they will 
success – something like that.  
 
What rituals are important in your spirituality?  
During the rainy season, there are three related about the document pray from the Buddha and practice and stay in the 
pagoda, something. After we study and pray, we can ...for it, the road to the paradise. And after the bad things, the good 
things, and after, you can see the real secret, and after you practice the good things, you can see the spirits. About the 
good things and bad things, this is the create the brain and spirit. You sit and you meditate. You start and create life to 
paradise or something like that.  
 
In what ways does nature feature in your spirituality?  
There are five points – the water, the land, the fire, the wind, and on the space. The total weather, they call the spirit, the 
natural. If you are the practice the good things, you born the good people. If you practice the bad things, like you can…the 
people born from their parents. And the parents that look like the school bring to the, their sons to the doctor, and 
parents, the teachers for create the brain, the spirit, something. From the chair until the old. That means they create the 
brain and spirit combine together, that means they create the humanity in the world. Not yet success, we try to study to 
learn until the success. Sometimes, [I], pteah tevoda, sometimes [I find it] very difficult to explain about the spirits, 
something like that, but for the [sondaik adumpong], [I] study more, so it is easier to answer for you. I know my parents, 
mother, father, very well. The father, mother – parents – these are our teachers, for create the spirits. This means that 
when the father, mother advises the child [doctor], this becomes the good people, this is the teacher. You see in passport, 
you see the father, the grandfather, put the name. Your grandfather your father put your name on the passport. This is the 
parents, the teacher for the create the spirit and knowledge. This is for the, like a, in the world. They know about this.  
 
Who are the most important people in this spirituality and why?  
Actually in the heart, we study to find the good way. This is very important for the clean – clean the heart, the good things. 
So we keep the word 26:35 [look down/lok dau], so we try to clean the hurt, to keep away the word [look down/lok dau]. 
When we have the word [look down/lok dau]. you keep in your heart, not good, so we try to clean [the] heart and practice 
the good things, become successful, related to the spirits. One people could not keep the word [look down/lok dau] inside 
your hurt your brain. Want people to try the good things, the bad things.  
 
You do the good things to clean your heart, and these are the important people, is that right?  
That means you advise by yourself, that means you can the good things practice every day. This is the peace in spirit, by 
yourself and by the other – everybody. All the countries in the world, when they love the country by themselves, don’t 
invest in other countries, keep the peace in your country, keep the peace in the world also same.  That is the [keep], that 
means the good spirits, and not the world, this is the peace in the country and the peace in the world. This is the good 
spirits, look like US, something like that, create the nuclear war, this is the bad thing. You and me arrive here, keep the 
peace by yourself but arrive here also. That and you and me and the king also, they make the good things for 
representative for sold the other people around you and me and public also…because some people, they don’t really know 
about the one drop. One drop, that means they sold the spirit, they sold the peace. That means that you and me, they love 
the peace, the [sold]. If you love the peace, not love the peace, create the war. That means the king, you and me, they 
need the peace and the keep the good things, practice the good things. That means the king, you and me, and the other 
people, they need the good things, and after that, they born the good humanity.  So we are very hard, very difficult to burn 
humanity. We made to practice the good things. You respect the spirits and the brain create the knowledge. And after we 
practice to do good something, to the future we pass away, we get the peace and spirit, the silence, the paradise also.  
 
In Cambodia, what is the most spiritually important place?  



206 
 

All Khmer empires in Southeast Asia, that area construct the temple, all inside the temple, you have the spirit. Mostly in 
temple, like Angkor Wat, Angkor Borei.  
 
So wherever there’s a temple?  
Yeah, mostly in area temples, in Khmer empire. And after that, Angkor Wat. Angkor that means, the city before Wat. And 
after the king, the strong king, after passed away, they changed from spirit to construct the pagoda, from the temple. That 
means, they make from the stone before start construction of the temple or pagodas, you see the stones, that means 
representative the one drop of the water, represent the spirit also, and before construction of the temple or the pagoda, 
this is representative of the spirit and from the former king change from pagoda. And former Khmer empire until the 
kingdom of Cambodia right now, they respect, they believe, represent one drop, that means, for the spirit. All the temples, 
all the pagodas, before start construction, they have the stones look like the [bowl], the seyma stone like this – 
representative of the drop of the water. Cambodia call sayma, sayma – from make the stone, representative.  
 
So there would be one here?  
Yeah, before start the construction of the pagoda, yeah the temple – here, the same.  
 
So would it be under the ground or would it be…?  
Underground, underground… for the temple. Cambodia important, represent the zero, that means, like [sayma]. Cambodia 
very important, zero and sayma. For the keep under foundation. All documents Cambodia, traditional, look like you see the 
[…]. Before produce the book, the document for Buddha, the [soul] symbol, look like the eye of chicken. And after then, we 
see looks like drop like this, drops like this, that means seyma, seyma for put under [back] ground or start from the temple 
or pagoda. If you find the symbol you will see the knowledge combined with spirit from the brain. From brain and from 
spirit, combined together like this.  
 
So this is the text, this is the writing, and this is the stone?  
Yeah, yeah, yeah. This is the writing, symbol the eye chicken but this is –  
 
This is the Pali Sanskrit – 
The Pali Sanskrit, made from the sandstone. You can see the leaf of the palm tree of the … the kind of the palm tree, but 
you can write on […] inscription, or Pali Sanskrit, you can see the symbols. Include the stone and put the […]. Worldwide. 
They respect the number zero in the world, respect zero. Zero, combined the eye of chicken, and combined the sandstone. 
That means for look like – this is looks like the plan or the … creates the culture, for development of a culture. In the world, 
the people, humanity, they find the zero symbol because that zero symbol is the area that keeps the peace in the world. 
The same white paper not the colour, only white colour. This is the plan for development to create the culture.  
 
Wow. In the future, how can this spirituality continue?  
The first look like the sondaik, you and me the first, the parents, love the child. The child representive for development the 
spirit to the future like this. Look like you and me, the love the baby the first. Your child also. When the baby born, they 
don’t know, only the cry, only the hungry, and after the hungry, cry during the baby. And the mostly, …, cry a lot, the baby. 
We take care about the baby, look like the same as white colour, like the paper, the white colour, look like the good thing. 
And after then, we add white, and create the brain and create the knowledge and spirit inside the child, baby from now to 
future also. Because the Buddha that born from the baby and the children know from every pass away, pass away, and 
after born, know everything from pass away, from born, pass away, from the baby until [grown up]. One songkae I asked, 
“how many years old?”, so there are a lot of […] cannot count the years the songkae of the child of the Buddha born.  
 
Is it like “rebirth”? 
Yeah, recycle.  
 
Rebirth.  
Yeah, rebirth. So, we altogether, bring the put in the package, bring from zero, from baby, keep from now to the future. So 
we take care very important the child – to take care of the child.  
 
Because they are being reborn.  
Yeah, reborn, reborn, reborn, and bring from zero to create the brain and knowledge and spirit to develop from now to the 
future. Because, when the child is born, they don’t know – so we start studying from number zero, that means the clear, 
the white colour, so the baby, the children, stay with the parents, start and study and get advice from parents, and after 
then, to the school, this is very important. This is the spirit all, in the country, and in the world also. This is very important – 
take care of the child, of the baby. And after from [baby the child], and grow, and after then to the school, the first study 
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with the parents – with the grandfather, grandmother. Study with [them] first, and after that, bring them to study from 
secondary, high school, until the Masters, until the [Doctor], something like that. Very important we keep from number 
zero until baby is born to take care him. This is for the create, for create and for set up from the spirit to the culture like 
this.  
 
Are there any other types of spirituality in Phnom Penh?  
There are a lot of kinds of spirits in Phnom Penh. The spirit in royal family and the spirit with the monk, with the nun, and 
spirit with the normal humanity, have the bad man, the good man. The good man – that means, looks like the white paper, 
and the bad man look like the black colour. That means on the space – on the space, that means, the symbol spirit one 
[part] on the space. And the big, the large spirit on the space. All the people stay in Phnom Penh, they need the god, the 
spirit from the sky, from the space. All the people born in Phnom Penh, from the baby, from the zero, until the grow. All 
the people [daily] live like this, see different. Some people practice to do the good things, some people bad things. Thinking 
different. Some people they [have] different thinking. And the spirit from the sky, from the paradise, from the space, is 
called … And some people – some people, they need the bad things – they need the bad things, and after then, they need 
the gun, and shot, to kill the other people. This is bring from the god. From the paradise. If the people live in Phnom Penh, 
they would like to become the thief that stole the [gold] from the paradise. All the good things, all the good people, the 
bad people, they live together in the Phnom Penh together. From zero, from the baby born. If you need the bad things or 
the bad spirits take care the baby, the child, advise the good things, the bad things, according to parents, together.  
 
Great. Do you have anything further to add?  
Yes I have. I would like to request – we need one drop, that means peace in the world. In Cambodia or in the world, the 
same. We need to pray the spirits, we need the peace in the world, especially take care of the baby children – very 
important. The first, one drop – that means the baby that is born – after born from the baby, from child, and take care and 
we call it like the white colour. If we put like the bad things, the bad advice, will practice the bad things. If you advise the 
good things, practice the bad things also, that means one drop and the baby born, this is representative of the peace also. 
Be careful you take care, the word [look down] we will fighting the war. In the world – who created the war? High 
technology, high knowledge – not the low people, not the low skill. Actually, the people, the masters or doctors … the 
other in the world, they create the war. And the people that take off the word [look down], and the peace from the one 
drop and from the baby, from the child. Don’t look down on the other people. That means the [keep] and spirit. Any more? 
 
No this is –  
From one drop, from symbol zero until the baby, until child, until the grow people, this is all the peace in the world 
together. And he requested for the peace in the world also. We saw the peace by take care the baby from child.  
 
**** Lots of conversation in Khmer **** 
 
When you interview the other areas, very difficult, cannot answer. Like sondaik adumpong] or […]. America, no. Thailand, 
no. Vietnam, no. Sri Lanka, no, India, no, Japan, no, Indonesia, no, Sangkat Borei, no. [I] am very famous the other he said 
no, the sondaik no, about the Buddha represent in Cambodia.  
 
Thank you.  
This, the symbol, the eye of the chicken you see at the temple in pagodas, you see the symbol. And at … Silver Temple, 
Ministry, Royal Palace, you see the same symbol. In the world, they know respect the zero number, very important in the 
world. Zero that means for the born, forgive the spirits, forgive the high rank from zero. Zero that means the peace. This is 
people, they need the peace, they take the bad things. Take off the bad things. Keep the zero, that means keep the peace.  
 
Interview 13: Khmer Male mid 40’s 
 
So the purpose of the interview is my PhD research. I’m exploring different people in Cambodian society, culture and 
their response to spirituality and space in the city – which is the theme of my research. This questionnaire – there is no 
right or wrong answer, and then afterwards, if you are happy to write your name and then sign, I can use your questions 
in my research. I will respect your confidentiality. Your name will not appear on any stuff I write about – more, it’s just 
the ideas that you share. Okay, so what is your name?  
Kong Kosol.  
 
What do you do?  
Apart from teaching, I offer courses.  
What is your position here at the university?  
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Dean.  
 
Where do you live in Cambodia?  
Phnom Penh.  
 
And how long have you lived there?  
I think, except the Khmer Rouge regime, I have been here for almost the rest of my life.  
 
Oh wow. So you are actually from Phnom Penh.  
Yes.  
 
Which part?  
I was born somewhere in Boeung Keng Kang 1.  
 
Oh wow, and you lived there or you lived in a…?  
I lived near there.  
 
Oh wow, you so really have stayed in the same place. Great. What do you understand by the word, “spirituality”? 
Well, spirituality is, to me, is a place where people believe in something that they consider very, very important to their 
heart.  
 
In what way do you see spirituality in the spaces and places around you?  
I think this is a hard question. This is depending on people’s beliefs – if they believe this space or this place is very 
important to them, they will regard this space very much. If not, then they just do it. Whether they consider important or 
not, this is their way of thinking.  
 
Could you give me an example?  
Within the Royal University of Fine Arts, mostly people within this university they regard several places. For example like 
the one under the tree here, some people within the faculty respect this place very much – but some don’t. Some other 
may respect the Jayavarman VII. They give very much value to them. They respect them very much, before they going out, 
they have to come and pray for the safety – for the, everything they wish. And some others respect the place within the 
Faculty of Fine Arts – before they go, they do the same thing or they wish to have something, or even for our students, 
before they come to the defending of their final thesis, they make choose any of these places to come and offer something 
when they finish. Or some even just come to pray before they come to the defending, or before they go to the field trip or 
something.  
 
Okay. So for safety, and for good luck as it were.  
Yes.  
 
Why then, are some places or spaces more spiritual than others?  
To me, I don’t think there is some space more spiritual than others. I think this is the same – when people give value to 
something, then they will respect the space. For example the space where I don’t know, then I would give my value on 
that. People said, “oh this place is like this, this, this” – I just listen and consider, in case there is a need, I just do, but not 
really from my heart.  
 
So – that’s interesting – so how would you – are there any edges or boundaries to spiritual places?  
There is no edge, there is no boundary at all. It depends, the same, it depends on how much you value, you respect, that 
place or that symbol. Even you are in America, you’re in Australia, you’re on the moon, if you consider the place to be very 
valuable to you, then you still consider. If you have some trouble, you just pray, and remind of those places, then you just 
say to yourself, oh please, this place, this area come and help me. Then something happens in your mind.  
 
So the value is given – so think of RUFA, the value is under the tree – so the tree creates the space and the statue of 
Jayavarman VII creates the space. So those are like the symbols that mark the space.  
No. To me, I think this tree is not. It’s not give a symbol or anything. The statue that used to be somewhere over there, but 
when they rehabilitate that place over there, they moved the statue from that place to here.  
 
They moved it under the tree?  
Yes. Then people come to this place.  
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So before this tree didn’t have any meaning – 
But then they moved the statue to this place.  
 
And where was the statue before?  
I think it was somewhere, if I was not mistake, it was somewhere under the open space. Under the glass building.  
 
Right. Okay, wow. So that, then, gave value to the tree. Great okay. Question nine – in what ways does the city have or 
show spiritual space?  
I think in Cambodia, we have, it has space that, no, it has statue or things that people consider, that statues considered to 
be taking care of this place – of the city, of the province. For example, in Phnom Penh, to me, I found two places – one is 
Dorngkeu, in front of the Royal Palace, and the other one is in Wat Phnom. But the Chinese prefer to go to Wat Phnom in 
their wedding or in their mooncake celebration, or their Chinese ritual ceremonies, they would go to offer things to Wat 
Phnom because at Wat Phnom we have two places – one is for the Buddha, and the other one is the Chinese statue. They 
offer like eggs, or fresh pig to the statue and they thought that by offering these they would receive good luck and safety 
and many other things they wish. Those who believe in Dorngkeu they would go to Dorngkeu. My family, we consider this 
place rather than that place. So sometimes, often, my mother, with myself, we come to that place, and give prayers to the 
place.  
 
How often would you go there?  
Recently, not very often. When I was younger than this, even my mother, we came during the praying day, just spend ten 
minutes or something, just walk and get out. But within the growing population to come to here, it may take 30 minutes or 
something – then we’d spend more time. We pray from the house. We can do that – and no, I think these [are] two places 
where the public can go. Whereas the one in the, this thing in the Fine Arts, I think this is for the internal use, but external 
cannot can come unless they know these places, they respect these places.  
 
So that leads me on to – in what ways does the house have spiritual space? Does the house have spiritual space? 
Well, in our traditional society, each house has a special place where we consider that place that taking care of our house. 
There is a spiritual that taking care of our land, and there is a space, a spiritual that taking are of our house. But some 
people, they just consider one, whether within the house, or whether outside the house.  
 
So, what would it be?  
The one within the house would taking care of the house. Look after the house, taking care of the people within the house.  
 
And where abouts would it be in the house? Is there a specific place?  
Often, they put it within the living space. The one within the land, they put it in front of the house. Whether, within this 
[angle]. Whether, this, this, this, this, but not on the front like this.  
 
Oh okay, so slightly off.  
Yes. With this side or this side.  
 
Right.  
Some people they go for [focus], for finding a person for [focus] to put it in the right way, according to their belief.  
 
Would that be – is it the spirit house?  
A little house – and they build it for – whether from cement or from wooden – according to their belief, affordable.  
 
Then the one inside would be in the living – as you go into the house. For you personally, in what ways do you practice 
your spirituality?  
Well to me, as I said, I come to spiritual place when, for example, Dorngkeu here in front of the Royal Palace, when there is 
a need, or I think if, to cut, to shorten the gaps, I come once a month or twice a month, according to the time I have. If I can 
go there for so long time, then I feel that this is still not good. If for example, I know you, but being away from you for so 
many times without contact, I feel that this is something not good. Being a person that we have been in contact for so long, 
and being away without contact, without hearing anything, this is not good.  
 
Right, so it’s like a relationship. 
A relationship, that’s right.  
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So you try to go regularly.  
Yes, anytime whether within once a month or one within two months, as long as I can go. But never forget. Even 
sometimes we cannot go but I have to pray from home.  
 
What ritual or ceremony is important in your spirituality?  
To me, to count this, to build a house. For example like we make a renovation office, we did a pray – a little bit pray – for 
the safety of those who would live in this building and for the safety of the workers. For the New Year, for the Pchum Ben 
festival, and religious ceremonies. Then mostly, my family never absent from this.  
 
In what ways does nature feature in your spirituality?  
I think I didn’t understand the question.  
 
So the natural world – is that important – like, trees or rivers, or animals – are they important in your spirituality or not?  
No. Unless the tree have something that taking care of – to me I believe that some trees have something taking care of. But 
not all.  
 
Would that be like a spirit within the tree?  
Yes. Some people said if you cut the tree that have something inside, then you will be in trouble. Then unless it has, I would 
respect.  
 
How would you know?  
To me, to be honest, it is something inside the mind. If there is something, it would give a signal – signal to our mind. In our 
present day, it is not much affected, but in the older days, like my mother, she has something inside, that if she pass a 
place where there is some spiritual, then she would – something would remind her or tell her something inside that that 
place is a respected place. One day, out of my experience, when I was [at] AIT (Asian Institute of Technology), I took my 
mother to visit AIT, but when we cross the border, there are little trees near the border. And we passed by. And she told 
me that these trees have something inside. Then when we pass we have something, we felt something that people offered. 
And even within the campus, when we when from AIT to the other one, to the next, Thammasat University, there is not big 
trees but small, small trees, but there is something as well. I pass by every time – every time I pass by, I feel the hairs like 
this. I told my mother, “why I pass this way?” She said this has something inside. One other experience that happened to 
me that I never forget, happened to me in 1997, when RUFA sent me to the SPAFA (SEAMEO SPAFA Regional Centre for 
Archaeology and Fine Arts) headquarters with students to join a workshop there. I think it was a suburb workshop for one 
and a half months. One day, they took me to visit a king’s palace in [other] University, not in Bangkok. The Thai, they went 
to respect to the king’s place, where they said, “oh this is the king – this king do this…”. They put the king on horse, and 
everyone went to respect except me. I didn’t go and I didn’t believe that. That night when I came back, I slept, and I found 
the same king riding a horse out of the wall and came to me. Yes. I feel – then I woke up – the same king that I saw in the 
daytime. When I told a friend, a Thai friend, they said, “This is the spiritual place where they very much believed.” So if you 
go you have to respect or do something otherwise you got in trouble. So I said this is the first experience, I believe. I think I 
will never forget this.  
 
Wow.  
And I still see the image when I reminded of those experiences – I still [have] this image in my head.  
 
Next question is, who are the most important people in your spirituality?  
Buddha. As a Buddhist, I think Buddha.  
 
And why is that? Can you just give me a few reasons why.  
Because Buddha is the most important god. Buddha not only gives us advice on religious things, but way of life. To be good, 
to be honest, to be respectful to others. And not to chase anyone, whether they are animals, they are trees, because all 
life. 
 
What symbols are important in your spirituality?  
I think Buddha.  
 
In Cambodia, what do you think is the most spiritual place and why?  
As I said, each place has its spiritual, even in Phnom Penh. If you go to Battambang, you will see the big man holding a – 
what we call dambong – Siem Reap, you’ll see Preah Ang Chek Preah Ang Chorm, where they consider this taking care of 
the province. Even in Ta Khmau you will see a statue, and within the Ta Khmau there is several, several subdivided into 
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several places according to people’s beliefs. There is another place in Kandal province, Vihear Suor. Even the king took, 
make the statue, spiritual within the Royal Palace and they respect very much. This is one among the place we consider 
important place for respect.  
 
So they build the sculptures put in each of these places to mark how important – 
No. It depends on your belief. Some do something to present, but some not.  
 
Yes you’ve explained in Phnom Penh the spiritual places and why. Question 18 – in the future, how can this spirituality 
continue?  
That depends on people’s beliefs. If we believe, then this would happen. If not they won’t appear.  
 
Are there any other types of spirituality in Phnom Penh?  
For us, for the Cambodians, I think there are two places – I found the two places as I named before. And there are some 
others that people consider and they go to those places. Apart from the one, the important places, people, some people 
that they lack of understanding, they just put something and pray. I think this is for nothing to me. I would not consider – 
they just do, and ask others to follow. To me, in order to do this, I need to understand this first. That is why I did in 
Thailand. I didn’t offer respect because I didn’t value – I didn’t know. So why I should do this?  
 
The final, final question is, do you have anything further you’d like to say about what we’ve talked about on this 
subject? Anything you’d like to add?  
To me, as I said, if I respect something, unless I understand the value. Why is that? Why I want? It wastes time. We have to 
balance not too deep in respect in giving value to that, to the spiritual, but not go far away from the spiritual. So it should 
go the same. That is the root of society – why we are in Buddhist country like this, or why we are in Islamic country like 
this. Without that, to me, I think its nonsense.  
 
Thank you very much for taking time to think through these questions, I really appreciate it thank you.  
You’re welcome. 
Interview 14: Khmer Female Mid 20’s 
 
Firstly, what is your name?  
My name is Ing Porlin.  
 
And what do you do?  
I am an architecture – I am working in architecture – I am an architect’s assistant.  
 
Where do you live in Cambodia?  
I live in Phnom Penh. My address is Orussey District, and [Neak Ra] District. 
 
And how long have you lived there?  
Five years, nearly six years.  
 
Okay. Where did you live before?  
In Kampong Cham Province.  
 
Oh alright. You only came to Phnom Penh five or six years ago?  
Yes. Just for university.  
 
Fantastic. So what do you understand by the word “spirituality”?  
The word? I think I understand through some religious – like Buddhism, and I also know something about Christian, and 
Hindu, and Islam.  
 
In what way do you see spirituality in the spaces and places around you?  
I see it through some special sculptures that people respect to that, and some big trees. Yes I also believe there are some 
spirits. And some historical places like Khmer Rouge, the – 
 
The Killing Fields.  
Yeah, I saw, I think there should be some spiritual things.  
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You mentioned sculptures – could you give me an example of sculptures?  
Sculptures like in Wat Phnom, you can see the sculpture of Penh Lady. The old lady that we think she is the one who found 
Phnom Penh. Yes. And some sculptures of ancient ancestors. Yeah, some ancestors. Khmer ancestors or kings. Yes.  
 
Right. Why are some places or spaces more spiritual than other spaces?  
It’s mostly, I think that the spiritual space is come from history or some story that people talk about it, and believe it, like in 
[Som Pul Trae Laek] pagoda, we can see that there is a story about the [sea] – so people believe that the [sea] is a spiritual 
space. It comes up like magic, not normally that people build it, but it comes like naturally.  
 
Are there any edges or boundaries, and what are they, of spiritual spaces? What is the edge of the spiritual space?  
I think in Cambodia, most spiritual spaces is square, because we get some influence from India. Hindu. So we believe that 
the spaces should be square.  
 
Okay. That’s like a spiritual shape?  
Yes like in Angkor Wat and some temples. But, we also use the roundabout.  
 
Where is an example of that?  
Like we used to have a round village. In ancient times we used to have a round village and like in Wat Phnom and the place 
that they put the Buddha, near the train station. In front of the train station.  
 
(5:15) Oh yeah. What is it called?  
In Khmer we call that S’rai___tiat(?). ______. It means Buddha _____. We build around and then we have square. So I 
think that the shape –  
 
So like really simple shapes make the boundary.  
Yeah, make the boundary.  
 
Okay. In what ways does the city have spiritual space? Show spiritual space in the city.  
I think it should appear in some public spaces like, some main roads or boulevards because those boulevards, those main 
roads, have clear historical history – a clear history. And it’s like a space that people believe in – it’s easy to obey or respect 
the kind of religious culture event – so I think it should appear in some open spaces.  
 
Can you give an example in Phnom Penh?  
In Phnom Penh?  
 
Yeah.  
In Phnom Penh, like, front of the Palace.  
 
Oh, the Royal Palace?  
Nowadays the Palace, front of the palace so we also believe that it is a spiritual space because it is opposite the three 
rivers. 
 
Is that why it is so important? Why is it important? What makes it a spiritual space?  
Because we rarely see that four rivers and joined together. So the corner, it joins, is a special place. And [inside], it is good 
view as well.  
 
Yeah. And what is the name of that space in Khmer?  
Chattomukh. Tonle Chattomukh.  
 
But the spiritual place is called...is there any word in Khmer? The place where people go in front of the Palace.  
Surn Mok Veang.  
 
Is that what you would say if you were going –  
Yeah nowadays we call Surn Mok Veang. And also Veal Maen is next to the palace, that king do some ceremonies – held 
some ceremonies.  
 
In what ways does the house have spiritual space?  
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In house, because most Cambodian people also believe in Chinese religious, so in the house they believe that they have 
something like a small house, a small spirit house for the spirits who protect the house. We call that Jum Neang Pteah. 
 
Where is that located?  
It is located mostly when we open the door we can see it. It is in the living room, and next to the television or something.  
 
Are there any other?  
Any other? Like Khmer people also have a small spirit house for Buddhism. Yes, and some put outside the house. Also not 
in the house but also on the land, on the master plan. On the land of the master plan.  
 
Does that have a purpose? What does it do?  
It’s like we build a house for the spirits who protect us so we can respect them or some days have food. We can pray for 
them.  
 
So there’s one outside and there’s one in the living room. Is there any other in the house? Any other spiritual spaces in 
the house?  
Like we also make a spirit house for our ancestors. We call that Gong Ma. Yes we mostly put higher than the spirit house 
who protect the house. So make it higher, near the ceiling.  
 
Would that still be in the living room?  
Yeah. Living room. Can be living room.  
 
Is there any other spiritual spaces?  
We also, some people also have it in the first floor or second floor, on the balcony.  
 
What would they –  
Because they also have that for the house. But like, we pray for the land and sky. Pray from the outside gods –  
 
Wow.  
And also in the kitchen, also have. For who protect the kitchen.  
 
And what would that be?  
It’s just a small spirit house.  
 
So any more? In the kitchen, in the balcony, any other spiritual spaces in the house?  
Yes, a lot. And like when Khmer people but in Chinese family, when they do some ceremony, they pray for the balcony to 
ask the god to allow their ancestors to go into the room.  
 
Right okay.  
Yeah, and then also pray for the spirit house that protect the room that please allow my ancestors come into the house.  
 
Oh really, wow.  
Yes because they believe that in the house, have someone protect, so we cannot invite other spirits into the house unless 
we ask them permission.  
 
Wow. And would this be what you practice? Do you do this? Do you believe – is this how you practice your spirituality in 
your life?   
I used to practice this because my parents are Chinese Khmer. So we practice it several times a year. Some special days like 
my grandfather, grandmother funeral – not funeral –  
 
The anniversary of their funeral.  
Yeah. Anniversary of their funeral.  
 
Okay. Do you still practice this?  
Mmm…this year no, because this year my parents are abroad.  
 
Oh okay, so you wouldn’t personally practice this.  
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I just pray for the spirit house that protect the house, but because if we pray for the ancestors, we need to cook a lot and 
do a lot.  
 
And you’re too busy. In what ways does nature feature in your spirituality?  
My personal?  
 
Or does it?  
I believe in cause and effect. In Buddha, we call it Kam Hai Nung. It means something we do bad we will get bad effect. So 
in my personal belief, I believe in cause and effect. And also believe in some spirits, but also that believe that when we 
don’t do something that annoy them, they won’t do something back to us as well.  
 
Oh I see, right right. In Cambodia, what do you think is the most spiritual place and why?  
In Cambodia, I think in Siem Reap.  
 
Where abouts in Siem Reap?  
Because in Siem Reap there is a lot of temples. 
 
Like the Angkor temples.  
Yeah, Angkor temples, and other temples, and through the history, we can see that both the Hindu and the Buddhism 
appear in Siem Reap, strongly. And there is a lot of jungles because some spirits live in jungles and mountains.  
 
Why is the jungle and the mountain important? What makes them important?  
In science, it is important for climate, for life, to support our life, but in spiritual, people believe that it is the high space for 
those spirits to live.  
 
In Phnom Penh, what do you think is the most spiritual place and why?  
In Phnom Penh, I think Wat Phnom. Because it is the first historical place and its like a palace for the spirits.  
 
In the future, how can this spirituality that you’ve talked about continue?  
I think this point is according to the people’s activity – because some activities can destroy the spiritual space.  
 
Right. Can you give me an example?  
Like, new construction and like we change some facilities of the city, yeah, and stop some beliefs. Like we stop no more do 
the ceremony for the pagoda. So it’s according our activities. Not all the development are good. Some destroy and make 
the belief less belief.  
 
Okay yeah. Are there any other types of spirituality in Phnom Penh?  
Also have Christian, Islam, we see the churches, we see – because nowadays Phnom Penh is multicultural and some people 
change from Buddhism to Christian or some people married to Islamists so they change their religions, but I think those 
religions can stay together – better together – because I never see that there happen conflict between religions in Phnom 
Penh. We used to have for in ancient times, but it’s about the kings. Like Hindu fight with Buddhism, but its because of the 
king not because of the people themselves, so I think Khmer people can accept new religions or religions around them. 
Even they don’t obey the other religious, but they also don’t have.  
 
They tolerate.  
Yeah. They can accept others’ activities.  
 
Do these other types you mentioned – Christianity and Islam – have spiritual spaces too?  
I don’t [know] much about Islam and Christian – I’m not sure about how they choose their spiritual spaces. I am not sure. 
But I believe that always have .  
 
Great. And the last question is, do you…oh, I’ve missed a few questions, sorry. Sorry can I ask you three more questions? 
I’ve missed some out, sorry. 
Okay.  
 
I’ll just number them so I can reference them later. Question 12 – what rituals are important in your spirituality?  
Yes it’s –  
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Ritual ceremonies- you mentioned the every anniversary of your grandparents’ death is like a ritual – are there any 
other rituals that are important in your spirituality?  
Like New Year, and Pchum Ben, and also Water Festival.  
 
Why is the Water Festival important?  
Because we have two seasons – one rainy season, and dry season. And during November, is the beginning of the dry 
season. And we do this like, celebration from the rainy season that we, that farmers try hard for their families, and it’s like 
a celebration. Yes, so we have the boats – boat racing, and also have like, we call [am bok]. [Am bok] is made from rice. 
Yes, it’s a celebration that we have the rice.  
 
Who are the most important people in your spirituality?  
People?  
 
Are there any important people in your spirituality?  
From I was born, I think my parents influence me a lot because I only live with them, never live with the other relatives. So I 
think that they influence me, but when I grow up, I learn something about myself so I think I try to go through the religious 
and know how it is exactly. So I still get some influence from the religions but mostly I get influence from the documents I 
learn, yes, or some research that I read. But the main person that influences me is Buddha. But Buddha seems like a 
philosophy, so I think that I get influence from the philosophy that he lived for us.  
 
Yeah, a way of thinking.  
So it’s like I believe in the general philosophy, because it’s not only for any religion, it’s like … philosophy that I get 
influence. 
 
What symbols are important in your spirituality? A thing, or a shape – you mentioned about the square in the circle – 
but are there any symbols that are important? 
I think like this –  
 
The hands, the hands together.  
It’s like we calm down. I think when we do like this, we don’t have the mind to fight with them. Just like we calm down. Let 
it go.  
 
What do you call this?  
In Khmer we call this Sompeah. It’s like we calm ourselves down. No anger, and no much. We like, okay just like this.  
 
So the final question is, do you have anything further to add – any more you’d like to say about what you’ve talked 
about?  
In conclusion, I think religious is very important for a city or a country because people cannot live without their beliefs. 
Even they don’t choose any religious, they still believe in something so their belief makes them better or worse. So 
sometimes, we don’t notice that our religious go some wrong way because of some people’s activities or ideas, we only 
follow it blindly. It’s not good as well, so I think people should make sure that the religions that we have is the correct way 
– in a way that leads us to positive point, not negative point, because the religions start from people as well. So seems like 
people make the rules for people so the people in the next generation should think carefully, not just like, “ah my parents 
obey that way, I also obey that way”. So they need to think for themselves.  
 
So they need to think for themselves.  
Yeah, think what is right what is wrong. Maybe we cannot think completely correctly, but at least we can avoid some un-
useful activities or something that cause other problems.  
 
Great okay. Thank you very much…  
You’re welcome.  
 
…So, here we go – can you just tell me the story that you’ve just told me about your cousin. 
Yes, I have one cousin that several years ago, in a car accident.  
 
And he died?  
Yeah, he died. And most of our relatives believe that because he do a bad business by telling Vietnamese people to cut the 
big trees on the forest.  
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And what type of tree was it?  
We call the Bo tree and not sure that in English what its called in English.  
 
But it’s the Buddhist important tree in Buddhism.  
Yes, important tree in Buddhism and during their business, the way they went from the other province that they want to 
cut the tree and back to Phnom Penh, along the way they have accident. Car accident.  
 
And only your cousin –  
Yeah, only my cousin.  
 
So what is the impact on your family?  
We feel that we do something bad and get bad effect.  
 
Now you want trees – what is the view of your family about trees?  
Yeah we believe that in every tree – especially big trees – have spirits on it.  
 
Does it matter on the age of the tree?  
Over 100 or something.  
 
Great story, thank you.  
And even we go to the forest or mountain, we supposed not to say something bad.  
 
Oh really? Because they might hear?  
Yeah. Because they might hear and like we don’t dare to say we tired. Not even say it is tiring. It’s not good.  
 
Thank you. That’s great. 
 
Interview 15 and 16: Khmer Males mid 20’s 
 
Thank you Sean Satya and Sol Vitou for doing this. Question one – firstly, what is your name?  
A: My name is Satya. 
B: And my name is Sol Vitou.  
 
And what do you do?  
A: I am a fresh graduated student.  
B: And we are freelancer architects.  
 
Where do you live in Cambodia?  
A: Phnom Penh.  
B: I was born in Phnom Penh and live in Phnom Penh.  
 
Where abouts in Phnom Penh?  
A: 271.  
B: I live in Meanchey District near Kon Som Kun Saw Pagoda, in Phnom Penh.  
 
How long have you lived there?  
A: 7 years.  
B: I’ve lived here for 5 years.  
 
What do you understand by the word “spirituality”, or vinean?  
A: I am not quite sure about the question.  
 
What does it mean to you, spirituality?  
A. I’m thinking about something that is unreal, ghosts – something that is unreal, like ghosts.  
B. Something has power and we cannot see. 
 
In what way do you see spirituality in the spaces and places around you? Do you see it in the spaces around you?  
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A: In Khmer culture, spirituality is something that Khmer people really believe in, so the space even inside their house, 
there is always place for spirits, they call it, to protect the land in front of your house. And then there is a space for spirits 
inside your house, to protect the house. Everywhere. In every house. So the question is…?  
 
In what way do you see spirituality in the spaces and places around you? 
A: Can I say like, an example? A big tree normally Khmer people always think that there is something live in this tree like 
ghost or Neak Ta. You know Neak Ta?  
 
Yeah.  
A: Or somehow that has, that baohbngchaol.  
B: Abandoned place, building, abandoned building, we believe that there is spirits inside.  
 
Why are some places or spaces more spiritually powerful than others? For example, why would an abandoned building 
be more spiritually powerful? Or a tree, than other places?  
A: I think it’s based on what people thinking. They, a sense of the space. An abandoned building, the feeling of an 
abandoned building – its so silent, and something that is scary so we starting to believe that there might be something 
inside there. And also about big trees – normally big trees is referred to the big and its different from the other trees, it has 
its unique. And one more thing like, I don’t know what in Khmer, they call it the Bo tree. The place that has the Bo tree. 
People believe that that place has the spirit.  
B: Maybe the same.  
 
So is it – the place is quiet, no one uses, are those more spiritual than others? Would that be?  
A: I think so. And also like some places that people believe is sacred – like temples, pagodas, stupas.  
 
Are there any edges or boundaries to spiritual spaces? So this is a spiritual place but outside is not spiritual. Is there an 
edge – a boundary line?  
A: I want to ask a question – spiritual is refers to ghosts or god? The word spiritual, it refers to ghosts or god?  
 
In your definition. I don’t know in your definition. In my definition, spiritual would be related to God or the spiritual 
world, or what is not seen. But I don’t know what your definition is. So that would include both god and ghosts.  
A: I don’t know if there are any edges or boundaries of spiritual space.  
B: I think that there is no any edge or boundary or spiritual. Somehow, people live in Phnom Penh always respect to the 
spirit, like in Wat Phnom, so it’s not mean that people who live around there respect that, but people live Phnom Penh also 
respect that. 
 
Okay. But I think the question is if it is more – for example, in the tree – if the spirit is in the tree, how far does his power 
or its power spread?  
A: As long as you see the trees.  
 
Or like Wat Phnom – how far does Wat Phnom’s power protect the city or is it just around Wat Phnom or is there a kind 
of boundary? Are we away from its protection here?  
A: I think if Wat Phnom – I think the boundary is Wat Phnom itself.  
 
Okay, so about the city – in what way does the city have or show spiritual space?  
A: You mean the way that people respect to the spirit or…?  
 
Yeah. How is spiritual space – in the city, how is it shown in the city? How is it designed in the city? How is it lived in the 
city?  
A: Pagodas.  
B: Pagodas and spiritual houses. Like every house has that – normally it’s in front of the house.  
 
That actually leads us onto the next question. In what ways does the house have spiritual space? You started to talk 
about this earlier – so can you be a bit more detailed on the spiritual space in the house?  
A: Normally people believe that every land has the spirit that protects. So when we build a building, on the land, and we 
live there, there must be a spirit who used to live there earlier. Like earlier time. So that’s why people started to believe 
that we have to [sign], like pray, because we are living, it’s not our place, its someone’s place before us, so its like, som, ask 
for permission to live there.  
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You mentioned about the spirit house in front of the house.  
A: Yeah. Normally it’s in front of the house.  
 
And what is that function?  
A: To protect the whole house, and also to protect you when you are going outside houses. And there is another inside.  
 
Where abouts inside?  
A: In the living room. Normally it’s in the living room. Jum Neang Pteah.  
B: He just looks after our house. 
 
And that would look after the house?  
A: And the outside one looks after our land.  
B: My mom used to say that if you are doing some prayers inside the house, you have to ask permission from the spirit who 
protects outside the house, to allow our ancestors to come inside the house.  
 
When they come in the house, where do they go?  
A: Yeah they also have a place inside the house for our ancestors.  
B: It’s higher than the spirit to protect the house.  
 
So is the spirit to protect the house low?  
A: Yeah, low. So normally it has a lot of spiritual places inside, in one house.  
B: At my house, there is a spiritual house outside the house, spiritual house protect the house, and place for ancestors.  
 
Where is the ancestor place?  
A: In the upper living room. Normally they hang on the wall.  
B: In the living room, in wooden houses and hang on the wall.  
 
And what is it?  
A: You put the photos, photographs of your ancestors and you pray [chang tiat]. Ashes.  
B: Sometimes they put ashes there. And also there is, maybe it’s influence from Chinese beliefs – there’s also a spirit in the 
kitchen, to have to protect, somehow, fire, something like that.  
 
And where would that be?  
A: In the kitchen.  
 
On a shelf or…?  
A: Sometimes it’s on a shelf in the kitchen, sometimes it’s next to the kitchen itself. And one more thing – for the old 
people, always hang the Buddha picture –  
B: They think it’s god –  
A: – for praying in the evening, so what I said before.  
 
Where would that be?  
A: Maybe next to the bed or somewhere in the living room, a big Buddha picture.  
B: My mom, she usually put that in the upper floor of the house somewhere. And that is different from what I said before 
are spirits. That is god. It’s different from spirits. 
 
In what ways is it different?  
A: god is god. Spirits is something that can be bad or good. god is Buddha. 
B: In Buddhism, god, he always do good things, but for spirits, it depends – if you’re not good to them, they can destroy 
you.  
 
Okay, so god – he doesn’t do bad things. Always good. But the spirits, good or bad, depending on whether you make a 
good deal or show them respect. Is there any other spaces in the house – so we’ve gone to the living room, to the 
kitchen, upstairs, sometimes there’s a picture – is there any other space upstairs that has a spiritual meaning?   
A: …Khmer.  
B: I don’t know, sometimes he said in the columns of the house –   
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A: In the main column, because I think normally I think it’s wooden houses. Khmer wooden houses. In the columns they 
also believe that there is a spirit in the columns. They hang a red cloth on the main beam in the centre of the house. Yeah, 
it’s kind of the respect the spirit that are in the wood. That is more like Khmer belief.  
 
So is that your belief or…?  
A: I don’t know about that. It’s more like Khmer belief. Because normally the beam is – we can see the beam is in Khmer 
houses – like Khmer wooden houses – but for flat houses there is no. 
 
No, you can’t see the beam. So what do they do with that spirit? Or is that spirit not in modern houses? Only in wooden 
ones?  
A: Yeah, just in the wooden house.  
B: Because they use the big trees to make a beam or a column.  
A: Oh I see.  
 
So it’s like the spirits been in the tree. 
A: Or sometimes it’s in the garden.  
 
And there’s one in the garden?  
A: Sometimes.  
 
And what is that?  
A: The spirits from like…random spirits.  
 
Would there be a spirit house for them or they’re just there?  
A: They’re just there.  
 
In your personal belief, in what ways do you believe? How do you practice your belief? Do you believe this? And how do 
you practice your belief?  
A: I don’t have any practice, and for belief it’s like 50%.  
 
So what does that mean? 50% – what does that mean?  
A: Sometimes I feel like scary, scared the spirits – scared by – sometimes I don’t believe in that, it does not exist.  
 
And if you do believe, what will you do? Do you do anything?  
A: Maybe sometimes we will burn incense. Just sometimes but –  
 
And how about you?  
B: Maybe the same but I think that I believe it more than Satya, (A) because my family lives in the province, I used to hear 
something about spiritual.  
 
What things did you hear?  
B: Like in my land, the province, the land is used to be a grave, so the people who lived there, or around there, or my 
family, still believe that there is some bad spirits around or in our house, so my mom always want us to offer something or 
burn incense in front of our house, so I think that it is very good for us and I feel it can keep us safe.  
A: Just like when you’re scary and you’re doing that thing to make you feel better – there is nothing gonna scare you. And 
there is also people believe that spirits on the streets.  
 
On the street?  
A: Yeah, normally it’s the spirit of the people who died.  
B: Traffic accidents. 
A: Yeah, before they are getting old, they die by accident. We call it in Khmer, Dai Hao, they have no place to go, they have 
to travel – they cannot go inside each one’s house, because each house has a spirit to protect the houses, they cannot get 
inside. So when there is a festival, Khmer New Year or Pchum Ben, we also offer some food in front of the houses, because 
those spirits cannot get inside.  
 
So those spirits are spirits of people who’ve died in accidents along the road?  
A: Along the road or away from the house.  
B: Somehow they are not supposed to die yet.  
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Oh okay. Great. So this kind of leads on to the next question, question number 12 – what rituals are important in your 
spirituality? You started to speak of rituals –Pchum Ben...which ones are important and why?  
A: I think maybe Pchum Ben because it meant for our ancestors, and ghosts, like I mentioned before, the ghost that die by 
accident, because in Khmer belief, Pchum Ben is the only period that the underworld open the gates for spirits to come, to 
get the food from their family. For spirits that doesn’t have relatives to offer the food, they cannot take the food from 
another. So that’s why they do the rice bowl. It’s for those spirits. They don’t have relatives, so they are starving in the 
underworld.  
 
And do you believe that?  
A: I don’t. I don’t but I do. Practice is something that we don’t believe but we are doing it and it’s culture. It’s culture 
things. I don’t have to believe in God to go to pagodas.  
 
And how about you? Do you believe it?  
B: Yeah, but I think that he gonna believe it when he gets older.  
 
That’s it, he’s still too young. Okay, so you do believe it. And you would practice this at Pchum Ben?  
B: Not usually, but I still believe.  
 
So the underworld is open, spirits come out, and they are hungry, and your family will feed your ancestors’ spirits. So 
you will be safe.  
B: Your ancestors will protect and bless you. If they are angry they will give a curse on you.  
 
What will make them angry?  
A: Because they are starving in the underworld.  
 
If you don’t feed them. I see. So if you don’t feed them, that will make them angry, and they may curse you and then 
you may face trouble.  
A: In your business, in your life, in your career.  
B: And one more thing, on the last day of Pchum Ben Day, after we feed them, we have to build a small boat, to take them 
to go to the underworld – back. In my province, because my grandmother always build a small boat from banana leaves, 
and floating on the water, and we say that, “please go back to where you come from.”  
 
So you put this in the river to float away or?  
B: Yeah, river or anywhere that has water flowing. And we put some small rice bowls and candles and flowers. And if we 
don’t do that, the ancestors will make someone in our family getting ill. 
 
I see. So you need to do it to keep them harming you.  
A: There is also an influence from Chinese belief – similar to Pchum Ben. Most of Khmer people also practice that. We call it 
Chang Meng. It’s similar. In Chinese, they go to their ancestors’ grave and then offering food.  
 
And would you do that?  
B: I do that.  
 
You do that as well.  
A: Yeah, with my parents.  
 
Are they Chinese?  
A: My grandparents are Chinese.  
 
So are there any other rituals that are important? You’ve mentioned Pchum Ben, and Chang Meng – are there any other 
rituals in the year or in everyday life that are important to your spirituality?  
B: Maybe on the holiday.  
A: My mom also always offering something like flowers.  
 
Is this on the Buddhist holiday?  
B: Yeah Buddhist holiday.  
A: Buddhist holy day. Offering some food. Sometimes not to pagoda but to the spirit who protect the houses.   
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Okay, question 13 – in what ways does nature feature in your spirituality? You mentioned earlier about trees – about a 
large tree as being spiritually important place. Are there any other things in nature that is important?  
B: Rivers.  
 
In what ways is a river important?  
B: Because people live by rivers so they respect and they think that –  
A: People in the province they need water for farming, they kind of believe that there is a spirit and we offer food and pray, 
that the water still exists. Another thing that I mentioned is the Bo tree.   
 
The Bo tree? 
A: A small mountain next to the tree made by ants. Big ants.  
 
Ant hill?  
A: Yeah, an anthill. 
 
Do ants live in it?  
B: Yeah. Some insects that are similar to ants, are bigger than ants.  
 
So like a small hill, okay.  
A: And when people see that they always bring some Buddha statue put there and many people come and put more and 
more and more. For food. Bring incense. And sometimes they think that hill being as an image of something like the head 
of a person.  
 
Is this why like Wat Phnom, that sort of size of hill…? Is it that sort of size?  
A: Maybe.  
 
A mountain like Oudong?  
B: It’s not like that big, it’s like this big.  
 
Okay, is there any other things in nature that have spiritual power?  
A: I can’t think of any others.  
 
Who are the most important people in your spirituality and why?  
A: Monks.  
 
Why are they important?  
A: In Khmer belief, monks is the only person that can bring the food you offer to your ancestors.  
 
So they are kind of the way to go between.  
B: They are the way from you and your ancestors.  
 
The physical to the spiritual.  
A: You see people bringing food to the pagodas, offering to the monks, they actually not offering the monks in the 
[thought]. They actually bring the food for their ancestors. But there is only monks that can bring it to them. So when the 
monks eating the food it’s passing it on to their ancestors.  
 
Do you have anyone else of importance? You said the monks, they protect as well – is that right?  
B: Yeah. And I think that old people. 
 
Old people? 
B: Yeah, because as he mentioned about Buddhism, but Cambodian people believe in like spirit things.  
A: Spirit things, it’s not religious.  
 
We would call it folk religion – more traditional, ancient.  
B: So maybe old people that know Pali.  
 
What symbols are important in your spirituality?  
B: Buddha statues.  
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A: Honestly I don’t quite believe on those. 
 
You don’t believe in the Buddhist statues?  
A: In the spirit things…  
 
So Christianity, for example, which I believe in, the cross is an important symbol. I’m just wondering if there are symbols 
–  
A: Mostly Buddha statues. What I’m saying is, somehow it’s not from my perception, somehow from people around me, in 
the culture. For me I don’t quite believe in those things.  
 
Do you ever ask questions about your spirituality?  
A: Yeah.  
 
Why is it this way…[et cetera].  
A: To the spirits?  
 
No about – this is off the questionnaire – I’m going off the questionnaire – you say you’re 50% or sometimes, sometimes 
not – do you ever wonder maybe? 
A: Maybe it exists.  
 
Is it the right way? Is there another way? Do you ever think of that? Or is it just, “today I just don’t believe it, tomorrow I 
might believe it.” But it’s – that is the spirituality I would believe if I did believe. You see? Or why…yeah, I’m just 
interested if you ask questions, or do you ever ask questions about what your tradition is, your belief system? In 
architecture, you may say, “well why have they designed a space like this?”  
A: Yeah sometimes, I do wonder – but I know spirit things is a long time ago, since the technology has not yet exist. And 
people believe, in that time, people believe something that there is not exist, and it’s gonna become tradition for people 
nowadays, from generation to generation, we kind of practice it. For me, it’s not a belief but it’s a traditional thing more 
than – I don’t believe it but I still pray. I still bring food to the monks, stuff like that.  
 
How about you? Do you question?  
B: I used to, but actually, for example, if I see that abandoned house, I’ll ask, “why, why, why do you think that there is a 
spirit living in that house?” And if they told me that [some other], sometimes 50% believe that.  
A: Something inside the space, just example, something might be exist. But if I’m sitting right here, I don’t believe that 
there is any spirits, but if I am sitting in an abandoned house in silence, you know.  
 
Yeah, I know – also from what you are sharing, issues of culture and tradition start to become overlapped with issues of 
spirituality. That’s what I’m trying to tease out. What is culture? What is tradition? What is spirituality? Or is it linked?  
Okay so next question, in Cambodia, what do you think is the most spiritual place?  
B: In Cambodia?  
 
All of Cambodia – what is the most spiritually important place and why?  
A: Angkor Wat. Temples. [Angkor region].  
B: I thought about the Killing Fields, the place that they killed people. You know in one hole, they keep more than 1000 
dead. I think that place is the most spiritual place.  
People live around always say they hear the noise every night.  
 
Down in the Killing Fields?  
B: Not actually in the Killing Fields but –  
A: Tuol Sleng.  
 
Tuol Sleng? Oh okay, because there are many different killing fields.   
B: I see fireflies flying across because they die in the “hurt” way.  
 
Why do you think Angkor?  
B: Old temple.   
 
Okay, and in Phnom Penh, what is the most spiritual place and why?  
B: Maybe Preah Ang Doerngkeu. Riverfront. 
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Is that in front of the Royal Palace? And why is that the most?  
A: For me, because my family maybe their belief. And I used to come there to pray for my high school exams, and I did 
pass. And then I pray again for the scholarship in RUFA, and I did passed again.  
 
Yay! Why is it so spiritually important? What makes it a spiritually important place?  
A: First of all, I think it’s in front of the Royal Palace. It’s in front of the Royal Palace and that place is created or proposed 
by the King Sihanouk. I heard a story, that one night he dreamt, see fireflies in front of the Royal Palace and stopped there. 
And then started to build that temple there.  
 
Okay. A firefly?  
A: Not a firefly –  
B: Like fireballs.  
 
And it stopped in that place? Okay.  
A: That’s what I heard. Actually Preah Ang Doerngkeu – have you ever heard about the name? Preah Ang Doerngkeu? It’s 
actually called from Vietnamese word. Doerngkeu – Doerngdong – that means pole – like flagpole.  
 
Okay, what do you think?  
B: Maybe the same, but…from my opinion, I also believe and agree with him about the Preah Ang Doerngkeu place, but I 
also think about Koh Pich.  
A: Oh the Diamond Bridge, the [tragic event].  
B: I think that it is a shock even that killed many people and exists in the centre of Phnom Penh City. Everyone still scared 
about that bridge.  
 
Was it 300?  
B: 325.  
 
I remember.  
B: So it’s kind of a different belief, between Preah Ang Doerngkeu and that bridge.  
 
Would you say that Preah Ang Doerngkeu is more about blessing, and the bridge is more about fear but still spiritually 
powerful.   
A: After the events in 2010, people scared. Phnom Penh City is really silent and every house, in front of the house is a 
candle, they are offering bananas, incense.  
It’s really scary.  
 
I remember, I was here. I remember down our street – bananas outside – and bananas gotta cost about $5.  
A: How did you feel?  
 
How did I feel? I felt it was very, very sad. Very, very sad to have happened. I feel that justice has still not been done – is 
what I feel. I feel that if 300 people die in the West, they will do a longer than one week investigation. But here, it was 
one week and that was it. And there was no one to blame. And I think that for such a tragedy, there was accountability 
somewhere. Someone was responsible somewhere, and I think that is important, that it does not happen again. I think 
that is, you know, tragic if it ever happens again. So no, I feel very sad for it happening, and also how those people still 
have not received justice, or the families have not received justice because there is someone whose faulty 
workmanship, whether they were electrocuted, the ordnance for people to keep moving, I don’t know, I still don’t know 
exactly what happened, it seems very unusual. And it almost seems to be covered up.  
A: But it happens around the world also, right? When a lot of people they are crowded. 
 
There is an example in England – there was a football match called Hillsborough and when they used to play football, it 
was about 30 years ago – they would stand up to watch the football game. And there was a fence to stop them from 
going onto the pitch. But it was such a big game, people pushed – what happened was, people couldn’t go over the 
fence, so they fell and they got trampled on. And I think about – I don’t know the numbers – not 300 – but I think about 
100, 150 lost their lives. The investigation lasted five to 10 years to find out exactly who was responsible and then each 
of the families was given compensation and the people, because there were a lot of people – were partially responsible 
and they had to be held accountable. It was an accident but – so that is – it does happen. I agree, accidents and 
tragedies happen – but often in some other countries there are clearer ways to deal with it. That for me, is the sad thing. 
You cannot stop an accident, but we can give people respect by dealing with it justly.  
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A: Do you believe in spirits in Christianity?  
 
Absolutely – I believe in the spiritual world 100%. In my belief, I believe that Jesus Christ – I believe that there are spirits 
good and bad – but I believe that Jesus Christ has authority over all the spirits. And I believe in Jesus Christ. He protects 
me because I have a relationship with Him. I am safe. And I don’t need to be afraid of the abandoned house or the 
Killing Fields. Yes they are spiritually powerful, but I don’t need to be afraid because I trust in Him. And why does He 
have that power? I believe He has that power because He is the Son of God – but also because He came to earth as a 
human and then every single person on earth will die. You will die, you will die – I will die – but He died and then He 
came back from the grave. So He has authority even over death. So that is what I think. 
A: I want to ask you one question.  
 
Go on.  
A: I don’t know the words, I forgot – the word – like the spirit inside your body – 
 
Yeah. Possession.  
A: Do you believe in that?  
 
I think I believe in – I don’t know enough about that – I think that people can be – do you know the word oppressed? If I 
oppress you I can almost really, if I was attacking you and pushing you to the ground, and really leaning heavily on you, I 
oppress you really strongly, but I am not in you. I am not possessing you. I think possession is, or oppression, if people 
believe in Jesus Christ – I don’t believe that they can be possessed by evil spirits. I think some people do ask evil spirits 
to possess them, they do ceremonies – I think that it is interesting when you talk about the ancestors and the monk 
people and ancestors, and they are communicating with their ancestors through the monk, and I’m interested – does 
the monk become possessed by the spirit of the ancestors because he eats the food on their behalf, or is he 
representative?  
A: It’s representative.  
 
This is interesting – what is his role in that? So I think that people can be possessed or oppressed by spirits, but I would 
think that Jesus Christ, whom I believe in, has power over possession, evil spirits, spiritual world. And that is why I don’t 
need to fear. And that is very – that brings me life because I don’t have to be afraid. I don’t have to be afraid of the 
building, I don’t have to be afraid of death, I don’t have to be afraid of sickness. I don’t have to be afraid of traffic 
accidents.  
A: That’s good because you want to believe because you don’t have to be afraid. You believe because you believe. I think 
because you are afraid, so you want something to believe, so you know that Jesus gonna protect you, so you don’t have to 
be afraid, or its like, we are just believe in Jesus.  
 
I think there are different reasons you can believe – one is fear – and I think in this culture, fear is really powerful. 
You’ve spoken about fear a lot in our conversation – I think that is one of the reasons. I think in my culture, guilt is very 
strong – more strong than fear because we have so much technology and health care, so we don’t have as much fear 
maybe, as here. So another reason I believe in Jesus Christ is because of the wrong things that I’ve done. I believe in sin 
– I think that when you do something wrong, and you maybe hurt someone, or hurt yourself, or hurt others. We talked 
about the bridge. There is gonna be a judgment one day – what did you do? Did you do – and I don’t believe any one 
person can do enough good to get rid of all the wrong things that they’ve done. You might have done a lot of good, but 
you still may have done a lot of wrong – you may have lied, you have may cheated, you may have misled or deceived – 
but because I believe in Jesus Christ, because he has defeated death, he has the power over that judgment and he can 
say, yes you’ve done wrong things, but I forgive you. And it’s very freeing when you forgive someone. When you feel 
forgiveness. When you feel guilty for something you’ve been doing and someone says, you know you cheated in your 
architecture exam, but I forgive you, it doesn’t matter. I will not tell the Dean, I will not tell the school – you can become 
an architect. It’s like someone has taken that wrong, taken it away. And because of that, I can have a relationship with 
God, which for me is very, again, I don’t have to live with guilt, I don’t have to live worrying when I die – have I done 
enough to get to heaven? Have I lived a good enough life? Because I know I can’t. Because Jesus in the Bible, it says 
Jesus Christ has died, he has risen again, he has the power to forgive those things.  
B: So do you think that it encourages people to make more [fault]? 
A: He means like, if you believe in Jesus, you can do whatever you like? Saying that, Jesus still forgives you.  
 
You could look at it that way – but it’s a relationship. So you know, if you have a relationship with your mother. You love 
your mother, so you will want to do what brings her happiness. You won’t want to do what will bring her sad. So, that is 
a simple example – if I have a relationship with Jesus, I want to do things that make Him happy and delight in me, and 
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that means to live in a way that He would be delighted, that He would be happy. Not, “aw yeah, I can do whatever I 
want”, because that means I don’t have a relationship. That’s not a love relationship. That’s a “do what I want” 
relationship. But it’s like a relationship of love. So you could look at it that way, and some people do. But I don’t believe 
that is. He’s done for me – He’s taken my guilt, so I will respond in such appreciation, I will try to live in such a way.  
A: I’m just curious – why he is so special? Have you ever have that question – is it true that he rise from the dead? Is there 
proof?  
 
Great question, and I believe in questioning. I think questioning is excellent and I think we should always question 
because if something can be questioned, we can see if it works. Like architecture – I ask you questions – why did you do 
that? And you say, I did that because it allows the cars to go in, or, [et cetera]. It can withstand questioning. So I think 
questioning is fantastic. Absolutely, can you prove He rose from the dead – I can’t say I’ve got it on video, look here is a 
video that proves it. But, there is the stories in the Bible, which say of what happened before, after – which have 
accounts by witnesses who saw Him. There is also the way Christianity grew. You can look – this guy was killed, and 
everyone was scared, and then He rose again from the dead and suddenly the world was changed. That doesn’t sound 
like a religion that was started on a lie, and then people all died for their faith. You know, there’s many different 
reasons. And then in my own life, I have experienced forgiveness of my sin, the things that I’ve done wrong, I don’t need 
to be afraid, and I have a hope for the future and I have a relationship with God so when I die or if I get hit by the moto 
on the way home, of course it’s sad and it’s not nice, but I can know that I will be in heaven. And that’s in the Bible it 
says that. So that’s the proof I can give you – it’s my testimony it’s called. Yeah, and if you are interested, you can read 
the Bible, read the accounts. You can see how Christianity has grown and how it grew based on someone rising from the 
dead, which is a pivotal moment. And my experience, so – but it’s good to question.  
A: Will Jesus protect good people who doesn’t know him at all?  
 
That’s a great question as well. I believe that Jesus Christ loves – because I believe He made the world, I believe He 
made you guys, He made me and He made us in His image – and He longs for relationship with every person He’s made. 
So He longs for a relationship with every person in the world. And some people don’t want that, and some people 
believe – and this is where we may be different in our beliefs, some people believe in Buddhism, or folk religion, or 
Islam. And that’s their choice, but I believe that you know – and I also believe that there are some very good people who 
believe in Buddhism, Islam, folk religion. You know, I cannot – and probably even better people than me. Nicer people, 
kinder people, more loving. But I can only share what I understand from the Bible, is that everyone will one day come 
before God and Jesus Christ has said, look, I have forgiven you, if you believe in me I will come and have a relationship 
with you and you are forgiven and can have a relationship with God now, while you are on earth and when you die and 
go to heaven. But, we have to choose – the only but is to choose to say I believe in You and I am sorry for my sin. I don’t 
know what happens if you don’t say that and then die, because I haven’t seen beyond death – but from what I 
understand that’s quite important, to make the choice to believe in Jesus Christ. But for some it’s very, very difficult. For 
some it’s not difficult. It’s different for each person.  
A: My view I think religion is what humans created to make people do good things. To make them believe in sins and good 
things. If they are doing good things, they will receive good things. Karma.  
 
Which is Buddhist thinking, isn’t it?  
A: Buddha is not [god, right?].  
B: Well I heard that they said Jesus is – I heard from a Christian – Buddha knows the way. If you follow Buddha, he will lead 
you the way, but Jesus is the way. That’s what they said.  
 
That means, Jesus is the Way, it’s this – Buddha – I don’t know a huge amount about Buddhism, but, from what I 
understand, He lived in such a way and He said follow the way I live to reach Enlightenment, or Nirvana, or to avoid 
suffering. He was never divine, he was a man. Jesus is also God. And He said I am the Father are one, he actually said “I 
am God”, and that’s why people killed Him – because he said “I am God” and they were like, “no you’re not”, “well I 
am”, and then they killed Him. And they said, “aha we killed you, you’re not God”, but then He rose again from the 
dead. So it’s almost like, well hang on – no human can rise again from the dead – but God can. And if that’s true, then 
what Jesus said is quite important and I believe that’s true, so I believe what He says is very important. He actually is the 
Way because not only did He show us a good way to live, He also enabled us to live that way by dying on the cross. And 
that’s the heart of it, if you believe or not. Now you may say, “I think religion is a construct of humanity for us all to do 
good” – I’ll say, well what happens when you die? How do you explain suffering? How do you explain disasters? How do 
you explain Koh Pich accident? These are all dreadful things if you don’t have a meaning for them beyond death. It’s a 
kind of a sick joke. For me, I would say, for me, I would say, because it’s almost like well, we do good to just try and live 
in peace until we die, so in this life, if this life is all there is, what should we do? Should we try and be good to each other 
or should we try to make lots of money or have lots of good experiences, or what is your purpose for life?  
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A: Do you believe in afterlife?  
 
Yeah, I do. I believe that there is a heaven and a hell.  
A: So if people don’t believe in afterlife, they will think this is the only life there is. After death, there is nothing. 
 
Yeah, some people believe that.  
A: So if they do bad in this life, it’s normal. 
 
Yeah, its not big deal.  
A: Not going to come you in the afterlife, its gonna come to him in your life.  
B: I also haven’t seen beyond.  
 
And that’s it, there’s no – but I think that, there’s another reason that I do believe in Jesus Christ – is because it helps me 
make sense of life. I can understand when my friend’s two-year-old daughter dies of cancer. Two years old. I can 
understand why – I cannot understand, but I can, when 300 people die on a bridge at Koh Pich, when the Khmer Rouge 
murdered one million people because I know that there is a God who will bring people to justice. There will be – people 
will have to give an account one day for what they have done. And because there will be justice, when we die, that, 
because of the God I believe in – He is a just God – and we might not see it straightaway. We don’t see it straightaway. 
But for me, it’s great, it’s good to know that actually one day, you know, God knows, he sees that. He’s seen the people 
who have died, who have been murdered. He’s seen the children. It actually proves more to me, that life – and life can 
be wonderful. When life is good, you know, when great architecture, good buildings, nature, and family, and good things 
– that’s not just an accident. In the closed view, it’s all just an accident. We just happen to be here, why don’t we just 
have fun, and then we’ll die. It’s a closed view if there’s nothing beyond.  
A: I have another question – do you think that people who believe in the afterlife – it makes them lazy? Like they said, “oh 
this life I’m poor – I might just have to do good, better in the next life.” 
 
Oh reincarnation. I don’t believe in reincarnation. I don’t believe that I will come back as a –  
A: Oh, it’s different. Okay.  
 
Yeah, that’s reincarnation. I don’t believe in reincarnation. That’s Buddhist.  
A: So in Christian –  
 
You have one life on earth. So when I die, I will continue living but in heaven.  
A: So there must be a population grow and grow. 
 
In the Bible, it says a new heaven and a new earth. So this, we will be in heaven, we still retain our identity. But I also 
believe there’s a hell. I believe that every human has an opportunity in this life. You will come into contact with God at 
some point in your life. I believe that everyone will, whether it’s through nature, through conversations like this, 
through reading books. And we have a choice. And some people, for me, will choose to believe, or not. And there isn’t 
this cycle of reincarnation. I don’t believe that. As a Christian – when I become a Christian, it’s great but I have a 
responsibility – so like today, you ask me questions, I share – this is what I believe, and I think it’s fantastic. But I will 
respect what you believe. You’ve made that choice.   
A: [Just] curious.  
 
Yeah, if you ever have questions, I like questions. You know that. If you ever have questions, it’s very important. I would 
encourage you to always question. Always question – not just in this, but in your work, in what you do. Because if an 
idea is strong, it can stand a question. If a design is good, it can take a question and it can – so actually, this is a good 
question, this is why, never be afraid – and this is what I want to teach next year – critical thinking – how do you 
question. Because I think sometimes, Khmer people don’t question a lot, and they just follow.  
A: Sometimes very shy.  
 
Yeah. And they think that –  
A: We are sometimes… 
 
So let’s finish – slight tangent – so in the future, how can this spirituality continue? In the belief system you’ve shared, 
how will it continue? How can it continue?  
A: Maybe by the practice of the people. To make it continue. If people stop believing there is nothing, it does not exist.  
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B: Maybe same as him said, because I think that most Cambodian teenagers, right now they don’t believe or practice, but 
when they get older I think people will go around the world, right.  
A: 21st century, people start to not believe in spirit things, god. I don’t know, I met quite a few American people, and I ask 
their religion, all of them is like, I don’t believe, I don’t have any religions. Some are Jewish people, they just like Buddhism, 
their family practice Jewish things, but they don’t believe.  
 
Yeah, I think, I don’t know. I can’t get involved – I’ll talk about that in a bit. Are there any other types of spirituality in 
Phnom Penh that you can think of? And do these types have spiritual spaces too? So really we talked about Buddhism 
and folk religion today but are there any other types of spirituality you can see in Phnom Penh and do they have their 
own sacred spaces?  
A: We are Chinese Cambodians, so every year, after Chinese New Year, they celebrate the possession of the Neak Ta, like 
go inside the human body. I asked a Neak Ta so people will buy a yantra. It’s like a Pali word, a Chinese Pali word to protect 
them. And most of Neak Ta are from the stories of ancient times. Do you know the Monkey King?  
 
I’ve heard, yeah. He’s a myth. 
B: Yeah, during the [ritual], Chinese ritual things, he’s also one of the ….  
A: So it happens like in Neak Ta Ta Khmau, Neak Ta Chen Ta Khmau, Chinese temple [Ta Khmau], it’s the most sacred 
Chinese temple in here.  
 
So Neak Ta came from China. That idea. Oh okay.  
B: And they are doing things like cutting their tongue and then connecting again.  
A: Yeah they actually, I don’t know if its fake but –  
And do the Pali things, usually the blood, some sit on the nails, some using the knife to puncture themselves, and there’s 
still a lot of this, maybe that’s why people believe it. They hurt themselves but they are not injured at all.  
 
Do you think there are any other types…? Okay, and final question, do you have anything further you’d like to say? Any 
closing comments.  
A: Can you be good and not believe in God?  
 
Can you be good and not believe in God? 
A: Just be good, do good things for others and not believe in any unseen world?  
 
I think that there are many people who choose that way of living. It depends on what do you mean by “good”? I think 
that’s the answer to that question. What do you understand to be “good”?  
A: Not to hurt people, not to steal from other people, not to kill other living.  
 
So if you obey the law that has been put into place – so where is the basis of that law from?  
A: I cannot understand [what] you are trying to say.  
 
Where does that come from? Because, at the moment, the law says don’t kill. Maybe a thousand years ago, you could 
kill. And it’s okay. So, your “good” is defined by society’s progression. That’s why I’m asking, where is good from? And I 
believe in the Bible – it says actually, no one is good. We follow the laws of our society that have been established by 
democracy and voting, but in the Bible it says no one is good except God. And what you are, I believe, good, you see 
characteristics that part of you, that you cannot explain, that’s how to live. That’s the way to live. I should love my 
mother. I can’t explain why, I shouldn’t hurt So Vitou, (B) I can’t explain why but there’s something in me which I think is 
because each one of us is made in the image of God. Now that’s not that we look the same as God, but in the image – 
like you are in the image if your father. You are not your father, but if I look at you, I can see characteristics if your father 
in your face. So when you’re made in the image of someone, characteristics of God are on us, this desire, I believe that 
everyone has a desire, has a conscience, and an ability to do good. Has a desire not to kill. Now some people choose not 
to. Some people choose to do wrong. Some people choose to reject their, you know the word “conscience”? It says, 
maybe you shouldn’t do that. I actually think, where is “good” from? For me, “good” comes from God. And that’s what 
I’d say to you – if you want to be a good man, do good – understand what good is. Where is good from?  
A: The decision that we make – is that not human instinct? Like not to hurt others, is that not natural things that we know 
that we are born with, since we are born, since we are young, we are [protective], so that’s why we are human instinct.  
 
And that could be – but then you could say, human instinct – that’s my basis of good – but some of us say, “my human 
instinct is to have 10 wives. I’m a man, I like women. My instinct – I want to be with her. Okay, she’s with you but I want 
to be with her. So I’m going to fight you for her.” Human instinct. So this is what I mean. It comes to a point, I believe, 
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where your definition and my definition, you try to push it, where is it based on? For me, it’s based on the Bible. On the 
Bible, it shows we actually, this isn’t a biological, it just happened. Accident. I believe there’s too much design in the 
world for there not to be a designer. I think the design of human beings is so complex – and you are a designer, you are a 
designer – how could that have been an accident without a creative creator?  
A: Is that the definition of nature, it happens by itself?  
 
If you can – I know people who are, that is how they justify that position.  
A: Scientists justify.  
 
But also some scientists justify, some scientists recognize a designer. Some scientists think nature is the designer. I 
cannot recognize – I see too much complexity and unity for there not to be a designer.  
A: What is your idea about the universe outside of the galaxy?  
 
I don’t know. Do I ever think about that?  
A: Yeah. Do you think God also designed each of the planets? Designed earth is the only place for people to live, and the 
sun is… 
  
What is amazing is if you think of the conditions – if the earth’s temperature was a little bit more or a little lower, we 
would all die. How is it exactly the right distance from the sun? Some people say it is just a random accident, but I 
cannot hold that position. It’s too much spot on design for that to be. Now, outside of the solar system, I don’t know. I 
understand in the Bible, it says that God created the world, whether He created it seven days or thousands of years, for 
me it’s no big deal. He’s God, He’s big enough to do it. So whether he did seven days, or thousands of years, he could do 
that. So for me, of course there could be other life forms, I don’t really know. I’ve never been there. But He’s capable, 
because I think that’s the nature of God. But I think it’s incredible design. I have children, and seeing them grow is just 
amazing that that can happen. And that to be an accident – I cannot believe that. So do you have further thing to add?  
B: Me, related to the topic of spiritual – I think that everybody should – it’s better to respect or believe in something by 
reason. They should know exactly what it is, and it’s roots. Where it comes from. And then they can believe it. And one 
more thing, that (1:20:18) _____ about…, I think spirituality is very important for countries, because it can show how our 
ancestors lived, believed, and if we don’t believe it, it’s okay, we just learn about it and know it. 
 
It’s like your culture and tradition.  
A: Yeah.  
B: Yeah. 
 
Great. 
B: I’m very interested in Christianity. 
 
Interview 17: Khmer Male mid 50’s 
 
What is your name?  
Hong Kosal.  
 
What do you do?  
Officer and administrator at the pharma.  
 
Where do you live in Cambodia? 
Kampong Speu Province. 
 
How long have you lived there?  
More than 20 years.  
 
What do you understand by the word “spirituality”? 
We define the spirit from when people die – only have the body – the spirit inside goes out and goes anywhere. It depends 
on what good they did before they died – and if they did good, then maybe the spirit should be good. Go to hell or stay 
here, or maybe go to tevoda, heaven, or something. When we stay as a human, the feeling can be as human, so the feeling 
maybe go to find the place where they born from somewhere, try to find.  
 
If they’re the ones that stay on earth? 
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Yeah. 
 
So this sort of leads into the next question – in what ways do you see spirituality in the spaces and places around you?  
Super vision. The super humans have special vision that maybe, [if they] regularly maintain the worship or something, [if 
they] do it properly and very good, do something very, very good, and never do bad, they have special eyes that can see 
the spirits. We also understand the spirits by feeling. The first may be eyes that can see, and the second type of people 
understands by the feelings – the mystery of spirits – so they maybe have goose bump feelings. They can understand the 
ancestors – the relatives that understand, maybe the second type can know many spirits, the feelings of their ancestors 
and the ancient spirits. The spirits talk to – the spirit [has] ears, they have ears and can understand – the spirits may be tell 
something, stories or what happens in the future.  
 
Are there special places where there is more spirituality? Why are some places more spiritual than other places? 
History. From history, we start in the mountains. God or maybe the presidents start to live in the mountains. Like the main 
[head man] of the village, and maybe the spirits remain to make it stronger as a place. Take care, for example, take care of 
the…his power is connected to god. He also remains his spirit in that place, so that place becomes spiritually powerful – 
have a power, have a spirit inside.  
 
Particularly on the mountains?  
Hills. Mountains or the sea for the first time.  
 
So this idea of the mountain and the sea – are there any edges or boundaries to spiritual space? The spiritual space – the 
powerful spirits take care here, not here.  
For something like this, the spirit, the power, then someone who has the eyes or the ears maybe understand when they go 
there, they will understand the limit or the boundary or the edge.  
 
There is a sense with eyes ears feelings –  
The special thing that, like a Bo tree, or in there they’re super human like this, they know, they have special thing, and if 
they can take it, the main spirit, the president of that spirit, allows it to take… 
When they know where they were born, so this is in the ancient. You know the special place like this? When he encounters 
the existing [birth], so they know. So the ones that have a special spirit inside, they can know that this is the birth of place. 
And sometimes humans can cry – and he cannot control himself because the power is very strong, so maybe they become 
like their previous one, like their ancestors. Maybe he cries or shouts or, you know, something like that. Do something very 
crazy sometimes.  
 
[Are there many people with superpowers like this?] 
In 100 you cannot find one that has something [like this]. In the amount of 100 people, maybe have one or none, so it’s 
rare… 
Maybe for the amount they do like this, they try to meditate on this and do something good, for maybe a long time they do 
it regularly, have superpowers. His feeling or his spirit can be, even they live, but when they meditate, he can allow the 
spirit to go wherever he wants. Can control where and what to see.  
 
In what ways does the city have spiritual spaces? Where in the city?  
Wat Phnom.  
 
So an old place in the city?  
Wat Phnom, which was an island before. In front of the Royal Palace, there’s a religious flag –  
 
There’s a little worship place, isn’t there?  
There’s a little flag or float along the river, always stays there, so they understand that place has something special. 
 
I know it’s in front of the Palace. What floats sorry?  
You know the flag? The flag of religious.  
 
Religious flags all along the riverside. Okay. So that’s the city – in what ways does the house have spiritual space?  
We create the spirit houses and then we invite the spirit to come into the house.  
 
This house, or the spirit house outside?  
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Maybe like, always in front of the spirit house. We have to know that we create the spirit house but facing the front of the 
house, the door. So we create and we know that this is the door of the house – we have to understand that the spiritual 
house have to face towards [the entrance].  
 
Why is that?  
Ancient tradition. We have to offer some food. 
 
And then they help you, so it’s like a relationship.  
Like humans, like we do good to people. We have to show that this for the house, to show the spirit house, that this is the 
house that you have to look for and you have to control, help for the house.  
 
So that is the one outside, but what about inside the house?  
In traditional Khmer, we call it Jum Neang Pteah.  
 
In the beams of the building, is it? Okay.  
Like the owner of the house.  
 
But is that in the actual walls of the house? Where does the spirit live?  
We have to find the, like, special, appropriate space for them, so they also can live in many places or things. Like they could 
live in this pot.  
 
So in this house, where do they live?  
The Ancestors… 
 
Because ancestors are usually high up, aren’t they – on a shelf?  
Yes. Like a god.  
 
Yeah, so they protect the house and have more power than the ancestors?  
Yes, but the ancestors have a higher [place]…because maybe they do something very good, so they have to be higher.  
 
But the power is in the Jum Neang Pteah.  
Yes the power is in the Jum Neang Pteah – can fight. When enemies, can fight with the Jum Neang Pteah.  
 
Is there any more in the house?  
They have three that are very important.  
 
Okay, next question – how do you believe and practice your spirituality in daily life?  
In Buddhism or more traditional [religion], from India – first of all…you call it –  
 
Animism.  
Animism. Buddha also comes from…because they believe from traditional ancestors, always to follow. We have to follow 
both. Because Buddha also comes from the [ancient religion]. We have to follow and practice it.  
 
Practice both. 
Both in daily life.  
 
So you have the Animism and Buddhism – what rituals are important in your spirituality and belief?  
Food for the spirits – for the first religion –  
 
Buddhism. 
No, no – 
 
For the Indian Animism. 
Yeah for the Animism, we offer food to the spirits. The spirits will have it. So it is important they will have it, for the first 
one. It is easy. They have to worship, have whatever, when we pray. And for Buddhism, maybe take very long time. So 
sometimes the religious does not understand, does not have the first, because it takes a long time.  
The hierarchy of what we believe, the hierarchy of the spirits – like people we have a president – spirits have like a 
hierarchy as well, from Indian religion. But to say something true, you have to be honest. The one that keep do it, practice 
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it regularly, maybe have a lot of knowledge and become higher. Also, in humans, when we have more knowledge, we have 
power, we go higher. The same with spirits.  
 
So it’s like this relationship.  
Relationship. And also we have to pray to them, offer them food, and they have, you know, for example, we do 
ceremonies, but a lot of food, a lot of things, offer to the spirit. And then eventually – 
 
They will bless you, protect you.  
Even we do house, we have to pray. We have to respect them, offer them food. Something like this.  
 
In what ways does nature feature in your spirituality?  
Trees. They have relationship long time – thousands of years. We consider – because the trees have [plan] in the 
mountains, and the trees have very, very old, thousands of years, become bigger and bigger, the spirit like to live.  
 
So it lives in the tree. 
So when they die, they go and live in the tree. For back to the previous question – the president of the village – they have 
power. When they die, the power, the spirit, for example, remains in the village. But for the tree, also remains nearby the 
tree, but we remain their name, like for example, Daun Penh for Grandma Penh, so remain the name, the power…  
 
Just asking about the tree – if the tree is cut down, what happens?  
There will be a problem with the one who cuts it. Power to take a life – very bad person. They have power to take – to kill. 
If the bad person don’t want to die, because his mistake, one solution – to offer food – maybe have music, pray for the 
spirits, organize ceremony. In order to cut, you have to do something – food, banana. 
 
Create the house.  
Yeah, maybe create a spirit house somewhere and invite the spirit to live in the new house and then try to do something. 
 
Because in ancient times, they would need to cut trees to make houses, so did they have to do a ceremony before 
cutting the trees down to make their houses?  
It’s only some trees. So for some special trees, there remain the old person that hover around that place and try to live 
there, so the tree become powerful and have more spirit. Like Daun Penh, have the name – remain the name, so people try 
to keep the existing land to review, to worship, to respect. 
 
So that leads to my next question – who are the most important people in your belief – in your spirituality – and why are 
they important? Maybe like what we’ve already spoken about – like the superman person sounds important. For 
example, would monks be important or are they not important? Or is the person who is the super, with the eye, and the 
ear, and the feeling, are they the most important? Or is the king? Who is the most important people in this way of 
believing?  
People who know something about that always practice to meditate, practice regularly, and have a lot of knowledge. 
Someone, like, [try this] traditionally, people have to also, also would like to learn from the wise, the people who have a lot 
of knowledge, like follow this. So for us, we have to give value to that person, because that person is wise and we can go to 
maybe ask him something, because we understand that the person is wise – is very good. Also very important, because he 
can help and never get profit. You know like the famous soldier, the higher position soldier – they fight but they do 
something good, so people follow and respect. Many people kind of go to Neak Ta and they give so many problems to 
people. So many problems already exist and can provide good medicine, can understand to provide –  
 
So it is the people who have wisdom who are the most important people.  
And sometimes people that are very good, in a higher rank – work in a higher rank – like a soldier, like general, or king. 
 
But they need to be good, to be wise. Almost finished – what symbols are important in your spirituality?  
You know in the old times, very old, ancient times, during that time, the general has special – they learn the special spirits 
from their teachers, and they know how to – they learn the knowledge so that other people cannot kill him. The gun 
cannot shoot [through them]. So the general, during that time, knows a lot about this kind of knowledge – kind of protect 
himself. So he becomes famous and do something good.  
 
So if you don’t know, it won’t help. 
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For the one that know, they can…he knows, speaks something, and it becomes very magic. And for normal people, we 
don’t know and we want to get protect from enemies so we have to ask the wise people to get the symbols and they draw 
something. Speak, write, something. It’s like the special symbol – become very special and powerful, to protect.  
 
Do some people sometimes have tattoos on the body, and does that protect?  
Like, it’s for people that have tattoos, but we need to make sure that to get the tattoo from the wise people. But, the wise 
people know they not live in urban areas or cities, so they mostly live in very remote – like forests or mountains, so we 
have to find him to get the tattoos. It will protect, but for normal tattoos, it’s not. He protect two ways – when you get a 
proper tattoo from a wise person, so it will protect you from two types of enemies. Enemies from spiritual enemies, and 
people. Do regularly or have to follow the rules – you have to understand the rules to get protected. If you don’t follow the 
rules, you will not be protected. The teacher has to follow rules and the student also has to follow rules. 
 
So in Cambodia, where is the most spiritual place, and why?  
Mountain, old temples, hills – very old…That place that have a hill is also…very important. 
 
What is the reason that is very important?  
Depends on the geography. The wise person, they understand, and it also depends on the geography of the place, have 
special thing, special place, naturally create the special place. You know like Jayavarman? Jayavarman, before he built the 
temple, he, the architect teams, studied that place.  
 
Studied the land.  
Studied the land, in order to do the temple. You know like Angkor Wat temple, the sun rise above…To study the size, and 
you found that size, have water, have hill, have mountain – the mountain is higher and we can easily see something 
around. So water [results]. And after that, they study the geometry, the sign, and the wise people maybe connect the 
spirits to their teachers’ spirits from ancestors, something, to connect. 
 
This is just another question based on that – if it is the mountain and the water, the Kulen Mountains are mountains, 
but why do they move from the Kulen Mountains to Angkor? Because what is on the flat land? Because the Kulen 
Mountains are mountains, so why did they move?  
Many kings, when the kings have relatives – so new kings also have new relatives. So each king would like to create an 
urban area that will be for, have a power, and famous – want to be famous. It depends on the king, but they would like to 
do many kinds of land. One king builds on the mountain – Phnom Kulen, create the very famous thing, to remind the other 
king that he would like to do something else. And also he will find something, if the land is flat but has resources – have 
trees, have water, something, and I think that can create that area. Yes. And also build to be famous.  
 
Oh, so they want to be famous, so they move away from the mountain.  
Want to be famous – different types of, maybe, after that, they would like to find another place. Each king is a wise person 
that has a lot of knowledge and have the special [script] that have the special power – can speak, can do symbols, 
something. Also the general – the king and the general at the same time will go to fight himself to order the soldiers and 
fight. And he also fight, so very special. So he can do like this for create the spirit, like to use, like some sort of this, a lot of 
soldiers, but in the spiritual…  
Use this magic, like to when the king wants to flee from the enemies – so this way is very important, like this, show the die, 
seems to get up – the enemy is surprise, and then the king that lost the war can flee, can escape.  
 
So the next question would be – how can this spirituality continue?  
This religion will reduce, reduce, reduce, step by step, because of the technology as well. New technology, people don’t 
like to maintain the regularly meditate or continue to carry because it’s very hard. From time to time, through time, the 
technology is very advanced, but the idea comes from like the ancient times – we cannot connect to so far away from each 
other, from ancient times, the other side talking about him – the wise people – they also understand. This is the idea 
nowadays – we create like telephone, so at the past, people can understand.  
 
Communicate spiritually in the past, but today you use telephones.  
So this technology very advanced, so people are maybe less likely to believe. Yeah, and it’s reduce step by step, so in the 
future, we believe maybe have, but not many will try to – reduce.  
 
So you see technology advancing causing it to reduce – are there any other types of spirituality or belief you see in 
Cambodia – in Phnom Penh? You’ve talked about technology being another type of belief, almost – it’s another type of 
belief system – are there any other types of spirituality?  
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Like beside feeling or spirit, we have something like this that we can treat or regard it I say, something that we can respect. 
Normally, only two – Buddhism and Animism. Like Chinese religious also come from two, so I believe only two. Only two 
like from India and Buddhism. Remote areas, we can ask for borrow some plates or something to do some ceremonies 
from spirits. The spirits – just pray and ask today, and tomorrow collect – very remote area. So because, when we honestly 
respect it, we regard it when we want to have it – but two times, people try to lie – never get it back to the spirit place. So 
the spirits never give that –  
 
I have one more question before the last question, but this is a different question and it may be difficult and I 
understand if you may not want to answer it – but with this belief system, how did the Khmer Rouge – how did it allow 
it to happen, if this was the belief system before the Khmer Rouge? In Buddhism and Animism, why then did the Khmer 
Rouge happen? Is that okay to ask? If it isn’t, it is no problem. 
For example, like, we have age. One people have 100 years old – so one era, like remain one year. So this is the starting 
point, from zero and 100 still, it’s done, so another one should occur. So this is from the [era] to era, to happen. We call it 
dum lyay in Khmer – it’s time to happen. The life of independent era dies. It’s time to die.  
 
Fate.  
Maybe it’s like we guess that we will have the World War III, like 2012, the earth will destroy, so it’s just what we say.  
 
The English word is fate, like, it’s fated to happen, nothing you can do can change it. It will happen. It is fated.  
Keep it one person, normally, 100 years old and when the age of 100, they will die, so another, new era will happen will 
occur. So after that, Khmer Rouge, during that time, Khmer Rouge very powerful, so he, the one who defeat, like [normal] 
era, independent era, during that time, so he is the strongest one. I think they also have live or something on their minds, 
but maybe they do it in the wrong way, so their age is not very long, only two or three years, and die, because the power of 
a new generation era will defeat. And maybe also have time, and the other generation or the other era will happen, but we 
don’t know. Something like this – one, one and one – one dies, and one births.  
 
Okay. Do you have anything further to add?  
We have to hold, we have to carry …if you drink the power, the power will reduce and you will be normal, like normal 
people. So the symbol, the same, cannot protect you because you don’t respect the law, the rules. Not very happy 
to…meditate. If you respect the rules, you are not allowed to eat beef. If you don’t have something to eat, you cannot eat, 
if you have only beef. Follow the time, if it is time, you have to eat – if it is over time, you cannot eat, so you have nothing 
in your stomach and you will wait until the next time to eat, so you have to follow, to hold, the rules. If you would like to 
have the spirit to protect you  –  
 
And where are these rules found? Is it in the…? 
The Hindu ones also come and also use the regulation of Buddhist. So like, we have a book. We have a book and have a 
lesson, if you want to be a monk or to be a wise person, to be like a very special spirit come live inside you, you have to 
follow, you have to study, and you have to respect the rules. If you cannot hold, it’s not happy to hold the rules. You have 
to be quiet, you have to be honest, you are not allowed to drink beer, alcohol, so no. Even beef – we eat pig with the 
chicken – but not beef. We have a statue, we have story from beef. The cow. 
 
That’s from India as well, cows are sacred.  
Khmer also one story with the cow – the cow and the boy was born. Like twins, but one is a cow and one is a boy. And we 
respect the cow. That is why we respect the cow. Respect the law, wise people, never eat food that offered already to the 
spirits – so please, you have to know that – if you want to take the food, from here, no no. But I heard that Christians also 
heard that you cannot eat some food that is offered.  
 
Christians, it says in – we follow the Bible, which is like rules as well – but they say, because in Christianity we believe 
that Jesus Christ is God and you have relationship, He gives you freedom. Now sometimes, people, before they become 
a Christian, worshiped idols or, so eating the food given to idols is not helpful, because it is very similar to what they 
believed before. But for some, it is not a problem, because they think that has no power, because I believe in Jesus, and 
He is King of all – so He is King of all food as well. So actually, if it is offered to idols or not, there is no problem. But for 
some, it may be difficult – because in the Bible it says if it is a problem for you, don’t eat it. But actually, you are free, so 
you can choose.  
Spirit always inside and always follow – whenever I go, always stick with me. Always follow the rules, never eat the food 
that already offered to spirits or to tevoda or to some other religious – it’s not allowed – because the spirit also eat. 
 
I understand.  
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At the same time, they take the same [hour], the same thing, the same food.  
 
Great. Thank you very much.  
 
Interview 18: Khmer Male late 30’s 
 
I answer, yes, yes. I want to tell the information that the teachers give to me.  
Yes.  
 
It’s confidential. I use, but the name of my teachers I do not use.  
How long do you want me to use? 20 questions? You want me to give detailed answers or short?  
 
It’s okay. That’s fine. Some has little answers. Some is long. It’s okay.  
Okay. Some points is short or long, but it’s okay.  
 
Firstly, what is your name?   
Yes, my name is Sok Chhorn. Sok is my family name and Chhorn is my name.  
 
What do you do?  
I work in two places. Firstly, I work in the government school, at RUPP, and secondly, I work with a non-governmental 
organization – OMF.  
 
Third question – where do you live in Cambodia?  
Yes, I live in Phnom Penh. My house is at Dam Ko Market.  
 
Okay.  
Yes, Dam Ko Market.  
 
How long have you lived there?  
Yes, my new house. I have lived here for maybe eight years, but in Phnom Penh, I have lived a long time – since 1994.  
 
1994? Wow.  
So, until now, I lived in Phnom Penh for 24 years.  
 
Does your family live in Phnom Penh?  
In the province, but I lived in Phnom Penh since I studied in University. I have lived here since I moved from my province to 
study at RUPP.  
 
Question 5 – what do you understand by the word “spirituality”? 
Spirituality for Khmer culture and Khmer faith has many kinds that we can know. Spirits are like the souls of people who 
have died. There are good spirits, and there are bad spirits.  
 
Okay.  
Spirits of grandma, grandpa, mother, father, they think those are the good spirits, because all the spirits of grandma, 
grandpa, or parents, they always help to take care. But another spirit, called Neak Ta, lives in the woods. The spirit is not 
related to our family. Some are bad, some are good. So we know about spirits, we know that there are two kinds. The souls 
of someone who has died, either always take care or do something bad. They are either happy or angry.  
 
Question 6 – in what ways do you see spirituality in the places and spaces around you?  
Yes for the Khmer faith, if for the businessmen such as the sellers, they burn incense daily. In the house, they have the 
place for them to worship – the ancestor shrine. They call their grandma or grandpa by the Chinese word, because many of 
them are Chinese – Gong Ma. Every day, they pray and burn incense. They know that there is a spirit in the house, or 
around and near their house. When they burn incense, they pray. They pray for their business. Pray for their family to have 
good luck. To grow more – more good luck in their family and their business, and also to have good health. The incense is 
one kind of spirituality where people can have relationships with the spirits. But in the countryside, it is not so much to do 
business, but they can know. Each house, and each big tree, mountain or lake, they think it has a spirit in which we call 
Neak Ta, for helping to take care. Someone who lives in the area knows that there are spirits in the big trees or temples. 
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Neak Ta are the ancestors. They know they died a long time ago, but they believe that they still exist and are here, so they 
worship.  
 
Are the ancestors different from the spirits? 
In Cambodia, we have difficulty separating the ancestors and spirits. But if they say the spirits of the ancestors, it is the 
spirits of the big leaders. For example, in Cambodia we have the ancestors living in the village. In one village or district, 
they have one ancestor. They believe that the Neak Ta, the ancestors, created the village a long time ago. He is a leader – 
even if he dies, he still takes care. He still takes care of all the people living in the area. Regardless of whether our grandma, 
grandpa or parents died a long time ago, they are still members of our family.  
 
Do all people have souls?  
Yes.  
 
Can you tell me more about Neak Ta?  
There are many kinds of ancestors. There is a big “ancient” in Phnom Penh, and a big “ancient” in Siem Reap. Have the 
leaders of the ancient for the country, and have ancient in the village. And the “ancient” live for each area. The Khmer 
people, they really like this.  
 
Question 7 – are there some places or spaces that are more spiritual than others, and why?  
That’s a good question. And important. Khmer always think for each place, it’s not the same. For the important place, is the 
place that has the temple, have pagoda, have a big mountain, have village, have a big lake. There are spirits at these 
important places or have ancestors to take care. Neak Ta. Because that place has people living there. When the people live 
there, they pray and they burn incense. The older generation has a religious custom where they dig a hole and they put 
things inside – like money, et cetera – Bun Chouek Sing Ma. It has a good thing that they put inside. They put the good 
things in the ground. They put something that is related to the spirits inside. They put idols of the ancestors in the ground, 
to take care. From generation to generation, the place that they put these items become the place of the ancestors. The 
place can help them, or the place that they can believe can answer their prayers. That place becomes a place of spiritual 
significance. For example, the Angkor Wat temple. We have a temple and statues. These statues are Neak Ta also. Because 
in the 12th century, they obey, they worship, and they Bun Chouek Sing Ma. Also in the 11th or 12th century, they do the 
Bun Chouek Sing Ma – even the king. The people worship there. Another is the lake, because the lake is the place they have 
had for a long time. People catch fish there and say their problems there. They worship and burn incense there. And then 
that place to become an important place. We believe that it has Neak Ta – the place has spirits to take care of the lake. It is 
the history of the important place.  
 
Question 8 – I don’t know what the Khmer word is for “boundary” or “edge”, but are there are edges or boundaries to 
spiritual space? 
We know some. I don’t know so much, not so clear about boundaries of each Neak Ta. But each Neak Ta have their own 
signs to differentiate each one. Maybe you used to know, Neak Ta is the spirit but the spirit can go into a person. The spirit 
can go inside the person and possess them. For the boundary to take care, they take care of the area that they control. So 
the people they know that Neak Ta takes care of that particular area. For example, in the Preah Vihear temple, so far, has 
the Lok Da Di Neak Ta. It has the spirit of Lok Da Di. It’s the big Neak Ta to take care of that area. That Neak Ta takes care 
of the temple and the people living in the area. We can know because they see that spirit that goes inside the person. The 
Khmer person would call it the “chosen” person.  
 
Tell me more about symbols. Can we know which Neak Ta is in a person?  
The spirits in the Bible, we can call possession – the soul of the person dying going into a living person. We see this when 
Jesus sends the spirits into the herd of pigs. That spirit can go into the person. That person says it’s the idea of Neak Ta. 
The Neak Ta speaks from the person that they have possessed. If Neak Ta is in the village, the boundary is the village and 
the Neak Ta takes care of the village. But if the soul is also spirits of the grandma or grandpa, they take care of their family 
members. For example, my grandpa – he takes care of me and my parents, and grandchildren. So they take care like this. 
This is the boundary. To reiterate – there are two kinds of Neak Ta. It is a family member and the Neak Ta to take care of 
the area. The village, mountains, and country.  
 
So there are Neak Ta that takes care of the temple, the village, and the people. So is taking care of the places less 
important?  
The place is related to the people. Neak Ta only takes care of those who worship and obey. The place means that there are 
people who live there.  
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One more question related to my borey. My neighbor tells me that there is a Neak Ta in the tree in front of my house. 
Does that Neak Ta take care of the borey I live in? I don’t believe that, but it is a new faith. So I think that it makes sense 
that the Neak Ta takes care of the people living in the borey.  
That place is the place but has people live there – the Neak Ta will take care of them.  
 
This is a boundary?  
People who love the Neak Ta more, the Neak Ta will take care of them more. People who do not love the Neak Ta as much, 
the Neak Ta will take less care of. Some people live but never obey or worship the Neak Ta. The Neak Ta will not take care 
of them. This is the faith of their thinking.  
 
Question 9 – in what ways does the city have or show spiritual space?  
We have some places that show where they worship – they worship the spirits and the soul. For example, each big building 
or house, they usually have a spirit house. We call Rean Neak Ta. So if they build the house or hotel or the big building, you 
will see the Rean Neak Ta in front of the house or behind the house. This is to show that the Neak Ta will take care of this 
building or this house. In another faith, they believe that the Neak Ta told them not to build the spirit house in their 
dreams. They tell them that this place has spirits. If you want to do something, you need to take care of Neak Ta or obey 
Neak Ta. No matter they are prepared or not, they have the spirit tell them. Because it is a special relationship – the people 
who sleep with the spirits. Related to their sleeping. They will tell them if they are not prepared. That spirit will tell them to 
prepare. Usually they will have problems if they disobey the Neak Ta.  
 
So this is for the city. In what ways does the house show spiritual space?  
Inside the house they have the small spirit house for the Neak Ta. But inside the house, we have the place of grandma or 
grandpa, where they pray and burn incense.  
 
Is it downstairs or upstairs?  
There are different places but inside the house, usually they have two places. The first is stay in the middle of the house. 
And upstairs is the place for grandma or grandpa, Gong Ma. There is a post when building the house – and another kind of 
spirit is there as well, Jum Neang Pteah. It is a kind of the spirits of architecture.  
 
It is inside of the post?  
For the post, it is for the important post in the house. The Khmer faith, they believe that when they sleep in the house, the 
spirit will show them to see something. For the high place, they reserve it the grandma and grandpa, Gong Ma. They put in 
the high place and they worship and burn incense there. The incense is placed inside the house as well as outside the 
house. Inside the house, there are two places. Outside the house, there is a spirit house. Three places, but for the spirit 
house, it is for the big house, for the rich man. But for the small house, they make a smaller spirit house.  
 
Do you believe this?  
When I was young, my mom always did it. And you ask whether I believe it or not. I used to dream – because we never see 
the spirits in person, but we used to dream. In the dream, it reveals some kind of dream. For example, if we have sin, we 
have made a mistake – the dream will make us scared or afraid. The evil or the bad people in the dream will kill us. And 
then, we dream that someone will come to help us.  That guy comes to help us and then we stop being afraid. During that 
time, we think it is the spirits. The spirits will think like that, because we never see spirits face to face. But we can 
understand about the spirits from the dream. Khmer people, they believe in dreams.  
 
Do you have customs or rituals for your spirituality?  
In Khmer, we have different kinds of spirits – the spirits that possess regular people. For example, if old people say to me, a 
young man, you have a dream where a bad person wants to kill you, or sometimes the ancestors do something bad in a 
dream, and suddenly, he sees that the old man comes to save him. The old man or parent says that Jum Neang Pteah are 
there to take care of him. When we have Khmer New Year or Pchum Ben Festival, they need to burn incense here because 
it shows that they have Jum Neang Pteah or someone to take care of them. These stories are passed on orally from one 
person to the next, so we always burn incenses here when we have the ceremony. And another faith of the Khmer people 
is where Neak Ta possesses and dwells in a regular person. It means that this place is important because the Neak Ta 
dwells in the person. This place is important; therefore Neak Ta dwells in a person here. That person is not simple like us – 
they think of a lot of religions – they have strong beliefs in spirits and multiple religions. No one can argue with him. They 
are usually monks or ajaa. In Khmer, ajaa means religious teacher. So they need to celebrate every Buddha Day. Buddha 
Day, when we look in our calendars, one month has four Buddha Days. Renoit and Kanat both have fifty days. They 
separate into two categories and they do it for eight days each. They need to burn incense so in one month they need to 
burn four times. In a month, they separate it into two ceremonies where they must burn incense, because they want the 
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spirit to take care. The spirits can help them – they are regarded almost like gods. If we do not obey, we do not have power 
– we are ineffective. So sometimes in a village, there is one or two persons that have a spirit within them, giving them 
power. These are special people.  
 
Do those kinds of people believe these stories that are passed on? Do they believe it from others telling them or…?  
No one decides for them – they know from their dreams. Maybe sometimes the dreams come true. They can be difficult to 
understand because they are abstract. I have one experience with my friend who is a cow herder, because my area is an 
old, traditional place. The traditional place always has the special spirits. My friend is an introvert but one day, we lost him 
in the woods for one or two weeks. They think that he has some problems or even died. He is like Da Bokh, which is a 
Khmer word that means messenger. He can pray for all and can become a special spirit. It is unbelievable that he can do 
that. For two weeks, where did he go? He was young. He is maybe 14 or 15 years old. When he prays, the old guy listens 
and says that his prayer is right. I was amazed because he was only a cow herder but he knew how to pray correctly. For 
that time, we need to take care of cows, so we just call ourselves cow herders. They can know from the dream because 
there is a special spirit at the temple that he goes to. And they go one place to learn the powers from the spirits, and 
magic. Sometimes they really know magic.  
 
Question 13 – is the natural world important and why?  
People believe because they think that the natural world is important in the Buddhist religion. I don’t know much about 
the Brahma, but in Khmer, Buddha and Brahma are together. In Buddhism, everything happens in the natural. The natural 
is created. That is why the natural is important. Nature also created humans. People worship nature. We have mountains, 
water and woods – all of this is important. In nature, there is always one special thing that is important. We call it Neak Ta. 
It can be created by nature. In Khmer, sometimes it is in the form of a big crocodile or snake in the river. There is a special 
crocodile called the Crocodile of Neak Ta. The Neak Ta has power to control the crocodile. If the crocodile is an angry Neak 
Ta, it can harm humans. Same with snakes. Neak Ta in the water and in the woods has power to control the snake. If the 
Neak Ta is angry, the snake can harm humans. The humans always think that the natural world is important because 
nature created humans.  
 
Question 14 – in faith, are humans important? For example, the ajaa or monks? Are they important for the spirits? 
Monks are important for this generation, for this time, compared to the ajaa. Monks are more important than ajaa. But in 
the family, the older people are most important. In the family, if they have a problem in this world, the old person, they are 
the ones to provide a solution. But when we have the problem from the religion, it is related to the spirits. The old people 
are the ones to do the program and provide ideas. Because the old guys, they share ideas with one another. Or they learn 
from the ajaa, who guides them. So that person is important because they provide solutions.  
 
What symbols are important?  
The symbols – another word, we call it “role models”.  
 
Are there a lot of symbols? What are some other symbols?  
The symbols that Khmer believe are usually Buddhist. But in the Khmer religion, the symbol is like a crocodile – Toul Ten.  
When you see the crocodile on the flag, with the girl with long hair standing on the crocodile, they call it Ning Gong Hing. 
The girl with the long hair on the crocodile is called Toul Ten. Because if we say for Buddhist, it is from India. But in Khmer, 
in the pagoda, or in other places, the Ning Gong Hing refers to the land. The crocodile is the symbol for water, and that is 
the symbol for the land. A general symbol we use the crocodile. Some rings have crocodiles engraved. Some, they make a 
ring like a snake. It is a symbol for the family. Usually, we put pictures of parents or some people that we like, such as our 
grandparents.  
 
This is for the flag?  
Crocodile flag. When someone dies, they put the crocodile flag [in front of the house]. The crocodile flag is white coloured.  
 
Are there crocodile symbols in the pagoda?  
In the pagoda we call it the religion flag. So when someone dies – in Cambodia, there are many religions – but Khmer they 
put the crocodile flag. If Islam, they do something else. Vietnamese will also do something different. When someone dies 
and you see a crocodile flag, you will know they are Khmer and believe a Khmer religion. 
 
Question 16 – in Cambodia, where are the spiritual spaces? In Cambodia, there are spirits or Neak Ta – are there some 
spaces that are more spiritual than others? 
It is difficult to separate which places are more important. But now, we have two places that we think are especially 
important. Angkor Wat and Phnom Penh. In Phnom Penh, you see the special place in front of the Royal Palace – Preah 
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Ang Dorngkeu. The place has a high flag and many people come to burn incense – especially students. That is the place of 
the spirits, especially the most important Neak Ta. This is for Phnom Penh, but they still believe that Phnom Penh is a new 
city. The old city of Khmer is Angkor Wat. The Angkor Wat is the big place. The big, important Neak Ta is in the Angkor Wat. 
But in Battambang Province, they have Neak Ta Rombong Greniyume. The Neak Ta holds a black-coloured stick. There is 
also a big Neak Ta in Battambang. So if we ask, “which Neak Ta is bigger?”, it is difficult to say which one is bigger. But if we 
think about the history, the Neak Ta at Battambang is older. [Siem Reap’s Neak Ta is bigger]. 
 
Why is the place in front of the Royal Palace important?  
We always obey but if we are asked why it is important, if the Neak Ta stays in there, we think that we go to worship there. 
But why do we choose that place? It doesn’t have the document or the books to explain why we choose that place. We not 
yet have the documents to explain. But in the riverside, at Preah Ang Dorngkeu, we know that it houses a big Neak Ta. If 
we are asked why or who started the place first, we do not yet have documents to tell us who did this. We don’t know. But 
from my guess, the Neak Ta stays in the East. All the Khmer architecture – pagodas or temples – always faces the West. 
You see the Royal Palace and you see the river in front has the four faces – that place is an important place. I think the 
Royal Palace is important because it faces West and is close to the river, from what I understand. We don’t have the 
document to explain for us, but we can form general conclusions. The West is close to the water.  
 
This answers Question 17. Question 18 – in the future, will these faiths continue or not?  
When we talk about faith, it is far into the future so we don’t know but I want to relate it to Question 16. There is another 
place that is even older the Preah Ang Dorngkeu – this is Wat Phnom. Wat Phnom is the oldest place – the Royal Palace 
was built during the French colonial period but Wat Phnom existed before this. So Wat Phnom happened after civilization 
moved from Angkor Wat to Phnom Penh, during the Ponhea Yat king. So that is the old place, called Daun Penh. I think 
these two places are important but many people they go to Preah Ang Dorngkeu to worship. So this place, during this time, 
Preah Ang Dorngkeu is more important. To answer question 18, I think the Buddhist and Brahma [Animism], they are 
mixed together. Now we have some Christians. Before, we had Buddhism and Animism together, but we also have Islam. 
So Islam, they obey their own religion. And now, we think that we have Jesus or Christian in some parts of their faith. They 
are building the church but I don’t know what will happen next. Maybe 50 years later, Buddhism, Animism [and…] – three 
of these still bigger. In 200 years, I don’t know. But for 50 years, these religions will still be deeply rooted in Khmer society. 
For 50 years, Buddhism, Animism, and Khmer religion that I mentioned earlier, Neak Ta – all three of these – still big. They 
still believe these parts.  
 
Your answer also relates to Question 19 – I asked you about the spirits and you also related it to Islam. Question 20 – do 
spirits and other faiths have important places and where?  
We know about Islam religion. Islam in Cambodia doesn’t have its own country or land. In Vietnam, we know that Islam 
stayed there before. When they don’t have a country, they moved to live in Cambodia. They obey their own religion. 
Where do the Islam spirits stay – in the mosque? Another, they also have the faith of the Chinese. In Khmer, they have the 
Chinese temples but they also obey the Buddhist, but not exactly the same. It is not the same as the Buddhist from India. 
The real Chinese families do not go to pagodas. They have their own Chinese temples. So Chinese and Vietnamese obey 
like this. Islam, they obey that place, Chinese and Vietnamese another place. And for Khmer, they obey two – pagodas and 
temples. The Christians have their churches.   
 
The last question – in conclusion, do you have anything you would like to add?  
I do not talk much, but if we think about religions growing, we know it’s from Christians because we think that if we want 
to educate someone, they should be knowledgeable about the Gospel. If they teach someone about the Bible, they should 
know it themselves. We know that Christians learn a lot. They love the Bible. They learn to a high degree so people can 
trust them. Other religions do not learn. They do not learn as much and those with faith only read a little bit because they 
don’t have a Bible school equivalent. They don’t have the school, so I’m guessing in the future Jesus and Christians will 
continue to grow. We have some examples in Asia, like Koreans. Korea is an example of the rapid growth of Christianity. 
We think in Cambodia, for the Christian history, it is younger than Islam and Chinese Buddhism, but I think people will trust 
them because they have a pastor – they learn a lot and are the explainers. We also have a lot of good examples from the 
pastors also. This is what I think, from my own thoughts and guess.   
 
Interview 19: Khmer Female mid 40’s 
 
What is your name?  
My name is Srey Siv Leng.  
 
What is your job?  
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Now, I am under the governor, and I work for the Ministry of Education, Youth, and Sport. I work especially in the 
Department of the National Team of Football Players.  
 
Where do you live?  
Now, I live in Phnom Penh with my family.  
 
Where is your house?  
My house is in Daun Penh District. Before, I lived in Kandal Province, but now I moved to Phnom Penh.  
 
What does the word “spirituality” mean to you?  
In Cambodia, the people always believe that there are many spirits – the guardian spirits, or ghost spirits, or angel spirits, 
something like that. They don’t see the sprits, but they believe in them. But we don’t know what it looks like. For example, 
those spirits just come to live in trees or in some specific place that we don’t know, but sometimes, it also lives in the 
human body as well. 
 
Are there special spaces in Phnom Penh? 
I am not interested much to observe, but I just heard about the belief of the unseen things in the past from generation to 
generation. In each family, we have different kinds of beliefs. For example, in the family, if their children gets sick, they 
believe that there must be something related to the spirits or maybe we did something wrong to the spirits. Those spirits 
are the spirits of the ancestors or spirits of Neak Ta, the spirit who is taking care of that specific place, so they need to 
prepare some offering and gifts or pray to that spirit to forgive, so their children can get well. So that is why when some 
families see that their children got a fever, they will go to ask the fortune tellers (Kru Juan Agrak) or sometimes prepare 
chicken and some offerings to ask them to heal the children. Mostly they go to places that are under big trees or spiritual 
houses.  
 
Why are some places and spaces more important than other places or spaces?  
It is important because that specific place has a spiritual house and it is a sacred place, for example, in the provinces, there 
are specific places like under the Bo tree, or under big trees, or hills. We see that people mostly make a spiritual house 
there because they think that there is a place that Neak Ta that is taking care of that area. There is no evidence, we just 
heard it from generation to generation. When the next generation comes, the old generation just tells them that this place 
is a mighty or powerful place that people can get help. And then they just spread the news to others. And it is related to 
the fortune tellers and Kru Juan Agrak. If they predict correctly, people will spread the news that they are powerful.  
 
Are there any edges or boundaries to spiritual space? 
Related to the boundary, I am not sure. I cannot give the right thought to the boundary of the spiritual space, but I just can 
only say that the spirit, if they are living in that area, they will have power in that area, but I don’t know about the 
boundary. In different places, there will be another Neak Ta taking care of that place. For example in the village, some 
villages do not have spiritual houses – but in some villages that have the spiritual houses, they just go and find help from 
that spiritual house, but it’s not just for the people in the village that can come to find help from that spiritual house, but 
for other people from other villages as well. So if they think that they made a mistake to the Neak Ta there, they will go to 
ask for forgiveness. And in some houses, they have Pro Pum, which is kind of spiritual place in each house taking care of 
that household.  
 
Are there any special spaces in the city?  
I think we are not divided the spirits is in the provinces or in the city, because we believe that there are spirits and they are 
everywhere. For example, people in the city, before they build the house, they prepare a religious ceremony called Krong 
Pili. It is the same as government, before they build for the offices at that specific piece of land. They do this ceremony just 
to pray and ask for help from Neak Ta, angels, and spiritual powers from every direction to help with the process of 
building so that there is no problem when they build. And then after they finish, when they come and live there, they will 
live in happiness. Even last year, when we hosted an event – the National Games – we also do Krong Pili  before we start, 
to ask for help from the Neak Ta that takes care of the Olympic Stadium, to protect the process of the games. Because 
during those times, it rains everyday, so they are afraid that the games cannot be run well. So we see it really happens 
during the start of the games, there is no rain at all. But after the games, there is a big rain. That is a kind of belief.  
 
Are there any special spaces in the house?  
In each house, mostly the Chinese-Khmers, they have Jum Neang Pteah. Jum Neang Pteah is located in the house and 
facing the front door. It is also like Neak Ta who is taking care of that house, but for Khmer people, we don’t have Jum 
Neang Pteah, but in front of the house, we have a Rean Tevoda or Pro Pum to pray for happiness. It is built on top of a 
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pillar and the Neak Ta lives there. This is Khmer, but for Chinese-Khmers, there are some different Neak Ta spirits, such as 
in the kitchen. They build a shelf on the wall to put the fruits, especially during Chinese New Year or Thngai Sul to protect if 
there are any fires or to remind us if we forget something, which may cause the fire to happen in the kitchen. 
 
Do you believe in this personally? 
For me, because I was born in the family who did this already, I just do whatever they did as well. My family is Khmer, but 
Chinese-Khmer and we are Buddhist, so we believe and do these kinds of things. So in my parents’ house, they have all 
these spiritual elements. But for me personally, I don’t think that it is so important.  
 
So for you, it is the culture, not your belief? 
It is just a family ritual, so I just do it with them.  
 
Are there any important ceremonies? 
In a Buddhist way, if we are real Buddhist, we don’t believe in the spiritual. We don’t believe that there is ghosts or 
spiritual or Neak Ta. But related to the spiritual belief, it is from those people in the ancient times that believe in spirits. It 
is not a Buddhist way, so sometimes there is confusion that Buddhist is believing in spirits as well. Because in Cambodia 
before, people living in different areas, they believe in spirits, and later on, Animism is coming in. Some religions from India 
and some are from the chronological of the kings. Because kings they respect more than Buddhists. Then later on, 
Buddhism came in. After the Buddhism came in, these religions mixed and people just follow that mixing of the religions 
and do it as a ritual. So when Buddhism becomes the national religion, we view that every belief is in Buddhism. But 
actually, it is not, and we need to divide it like this. For Buddhism, we respect the monks, especially when there are 
religious ceremonies, we bring the food to the monks in the pagodas and we respect them as a person who is 
knowledgeable in religion. But for Chinese-Khmer, they also do the offerings by cooking some food and jus offering it in 
their house, because their Neak Ta is at home. They offer it to their ancestors who have already passed away. Because in 
their house they keep the ashes (Kampong Jeng Tou). And next to that, there is another Kampong Neak Ta in every house 
of the Chinese-Khmer. 
 
Does nature feature in your spirituality? 
I think that people think that nature is important, but it is not related to spirits. We just believe that in the forest or on the 
mountains, there is a spirit there who is taking care of it. So the nature is very important for us. For example, if those who 
live nearby the mountains or the forest, they live by going to the forest and hunting animals and find fruits and some kinds 
of wood that people can use to make medicine. Something else, which can sell. When they go into the forest, they believe 
that there is spirits who are taking care o that place, so they need to be careful and not do something wrong there. And 
remember during the World War regime, there is still many trees there, and I remember that the older say that when you 
go into the forest, don’t say any bad words or mention what may happen, because it might come true. For example, if we 
say, “what if a tiger comes to bite me?”, then a tiger may truly come. And an example, if we are in the forest and we say, “I 
might get lost in the forest,” then it might come true. But if we say sorry to what we have said, we will find a way to get 
out. 
 
Who are the most important people in your spirituality? 
I don’t understand much about the question, but in what we believe, there are two different things to how we respect 
those who are in a higher position. For example, we respect Hun Sen, the Prime Minister. Because he is the Prime Minister, 
he has the most power to make decisions and to lead the country. And all the people need to respect him. Related to 
spiritual things, there are some people that we respect because they can perform magic, and predict correctly and they are 
like the elders in the village that people can trust that they know about how to communicate about the spirituality. In 
Buddhism, there are some people that we respect – for example, Ajaa, monks, and nuns, because they know how to 
prepare a religious ceremony. And they will tell us how to prepare as well.   
 
What symbols are important in Khmer belief? 
It depends on religion. In Buddhism, the symbol is the Buddhist statue. Buddha’s students are monks that we need to 
respect. And Ajaa and nuns. For the spiritual belief, the symbol is a spiritual house that people make under the trees. 
 
Where is the most spiritual place in Cambodia?  
It’s hard because some people think that in Phnom Penh, they go to Preah Ang Dorngkeu and Wat Phnom, especially 
before Chinese New Year. They don’t go up to the top of Wat Phnom, but the side because there is a Neak Ta there, where 
Chinese people believe in the history of Wat Phnom. In the provinces, for example in Siem Reap, there is a place called 
Preah Ang Chek Preah Ang Chom. Even people who travel past Siem Reap, they will go there.  
Where is Preah Ang Chek Preah Ang Chom?  



241 
 

It is not at Angkor Wat but it is in the city. It is in the city or it is on the main street where we pass the bridge of Stueng 
Siem Reap, we will see the park there. There are more people going there. 
 
How about at Angkor Wat? 
Angkor Wat is just a temple where they have a specific place, but for most people who cannot go to Angkor Wat, they just 
go to Preah Ang Chek Preak Ang Chom.  
 
In the future, how can this spirituality continue? 
I think for Khmer people, this belief still continues because they believe it from generation to generation. And some more 
people still keep doing this believe because they see the good results. 
 
Are there other beliefs in Phnom Penh?  
Before we didn’t but now we have more Islam. Before, Islam didn’t have an official place of worship, but now they can do it 
publicly. And Christianity. And there are some Dao temples and Gong Si Eem.  
 
Do these other beliefs have spaces in the city?  
Yes, they have their own temples – for example Islam have their mosques. Muslim people go there when they have their 
own ceremonies. Christianity have their own churches.  
 
Last question – do you have anything further to add?  
I don’t think I have anything else to add, because I said a lot before. I just want to mention that in Cambodia, Buddhism is 
the main religion for which people most likely bring their food to the pagodas for the monks, during the religious 
ceremonies. But besides that, there is some more beliefs as well, that they are not just believing in Buddhism, but they 
have more. But they have more belief, besides Buddhism, they believe in the spiritual as well. So it means that if there is 
something that can help them, they will believe. 
 
Thank you very much. 
 
Interview 20: Khmer Female mid 20’s 
 
What is your name?  
My name is Srey Nit.  
 
How is your work?  
I am a cleaner for you and two other families. I also clean at OMF.  
 
Where do you live in Cambodia?  
My hometown is Prey Veng Province, but now I live in Phnom Penh.  
 
How long have you lived there?  
Probably five years.  
 
When I use the word “spirituality” and “religion”, for you, what does that mean?  
For me, I think that there are no spirits in this world, but I am afraid of ghosts, because I think ghosts are not spirits. Ghosts 
are people who have died.  
 
In your life, have you ever seen spirits – in your home, or elsewhere?  
No, I have never seen.  
 
Number seven – do you think there are places and spaces that have spirits or not?  
I think that there are spirits, because Khmer people always take one place to pray, to dedicate to spirits. Usually, they only 
ask the spirits for happiness and money. So the spirits are bad spirits. So they do it under the big trees or the one place that 
has a special condition in that place.  
 
In Phnom Penh City, are there places that have spirits that stay there?  
I don’t know. I only know that in the province, they pray to the spirits under the tree. In Phnom Penh, I don’t know.  
What about the house – are there important places for the spirits?  
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Yes, every house always has one small spirit house but they think the spirit is god. In their house, they offer food, snacks, or 
chickens. Before, I was not a Christian, but I never believed in the spirits, even though I was not a Christian.  
 
When you become a Christian, were you afraid of the spirits?  
Yes, I am afraid because when my parents offer the food to the spirits, it looks like the spirits can answer their prayers for 
happiness – so for me this is scary. When I was young, my father was always drunk and did bad things – but when he 
offered to the spirits, he became gentle – so I am very afraid.  
 
Question 11 – so when you believe in Jesus, what should you do? Because when you are in a Buddhist family, you offer 
food, you go to Palace, and you dedicate to the spirits – but when you believe in Jesus, what do you think you should 
do?  
When I become a Christian, it is very different from the world, because unbelievers like to use money – they trust in 
money. But for Christians, we use our heart and we read the Bible and we learn.  
 
Are there special ceremonies in the Christian life?  
We have worship, cell group, which makes me very happy when we meet together on Sunday or Saturday. In one year, we 
have Christmas and Easter.  
 
Is nature important in Christianity?  
Nature is important because trees are beautiful and make me very happy.  
 
Are there important people in Christianity?  
Yes, the important person is Jesus – God.  
 
In Christianity, are there any important pictures or symbols?  
No.  
 
In Cambodia, are there important places for Khmer belief?  
In the place of pagodas.  
 
In the future, do you think Christianity will grow or not?  
It is difficult, because only the poor people want to believe in Christ. In the city, it is difficult because they have a lot of 
money – they are rich people, so they always close the door or the fence. We cannot go to tell the Good News. But the 
people from the country, they want to believe.  
 
In Phnom Penh, are there many kinds of religions?  
Yes, there are many religions. In Phnom Penh, there are many Christian denominations – like Jehovah Witnesses, and other 
denominations as well.  
 
The last question – do you have anything further do add?  
Finally, I would like to say, thank you God so much for blessing my family. My family is full of joy and is very different from 
before, when we believed in Buddha. All my family, we became Christians. But my grandmother, she didn’t believe in 
Jesus, because when she was born, she only knew of Buddhism. I try to pray for her, but she has not yet decided. Now, she 
is 82 years old.  
 
Thank you very much.  
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