
Angkor Relief Arts
HHEEart activity

Cambodia

Objectives 

To introduce students  to  the cr iter ia  requ ired for  a  bu i ld ing  or  locat ion  to  be l i sted as
a  World  Her itage s ite  and to  increase knowledge of  the stor ies  dep icted in  the re l iefs
and about  Khmer h istory .  This  exerc ise  a lso  fosters  her itage apprec iat ion  in  students
and teaches them to  va lue ,  preserve and protect  Angkor .  

Activities 

1. Warm-up question and answer session 

Insp ire  interest  in  the top ic  by  ask ing  the students  to  get  into  groups  and together
discuss  what  they th ink  the answers  are  to  the fo l lowing  set  of  quest ions :

• Where is  Angkor?  
• When was  Angkor  bu i l t?
• Who bu i l t  Angkor?
• Why was  it  bu i l t?
• How was it  bu i l t?  Did  the bu i lders  have machinery? 
• Who l i ved at  Angkor?  What was  the soc iety  l ike?
• Why was  Angkor  abandoned?
• Look at  the World  Her itage Convent ion .  What cr iter ia  does  Angkor  meet?

Give  each group a  map of  Cambodia  and reference mater ia l  (see example  on  page 3 :
“Angkor :  World  Her itage Site” )  so  that  they can  look  up  the answers .  These quest ions
wi l l  make the students  th ink  about  Angkor ,  i ts  h istory  and the reasons  why it  i s  l i sted
as  a  World  Her itage s ite .  After  15 minutes  br ing  the whole  c lass  back together  and go
through each quest ion ,  gett ing  ideas  from the students  and prov id ing  answers  to  the
quest ions  they cou ld  not  answer .

                     



2. Learning from the stories depicted in the rel ief artwork  

Ask the students  to  look  at  one of  Angkor ’s  re l ief  pane ls  (or  a  p icture of  one if  
students  cannot  v is it  the s ite  in  person) .  Ask the students  to  th ink  about  the soc iety
that  ex isted when the re l ief  artworks  were created and whether  the artwork shows
what  l ife  was  l ike  back then .  Ask the students  to  d iscuss  in  the ir  groups  the story  that
is  dep icted in  the re l ief  pane l  and what  message the story  is  try ing  to  convey .  Then
each group shou ld  report  back to  the rest  of  the c lass .

3. Bringing the stories depicted in the rel ief artwork to l i fe 

Ask each group of  students  to  turn  one of  the scenes  from the re l ief  artwork into  a
sk it  or  ro lep lay  (approximate ly  10  minutes  long)  by  making  up  d ia logue to  go  with  the
scenes .  Each student  shou ld  take the ro le  of  one of  the characters  dep icted in  the
re l iefs  (for  example :  the k ing ,  cook ,  so ld ier ,  horse ,  etc . ) .

4. Role-playing 

Each group of  students  shou ld  perform their  sk it  or  ro le-p lay  in  front  of  the rest  of
the c lass .

Synthesis 
After each group has given their performance, the students should discuss each of the skits
and how they relate to the relief artwork they have seen.

Materials 
• Background information on Angkor  - text and pictures
• Detailed information about the reliefs – explaining the story behind each relief, and 

photographs of the relief artwork. 
• Map of Cambodia
• Video/DVD documentary about Angkor (if available)

Angkor People and Society

In anc ient  t imes ,  Angkor  soc iety  was  h ierarchica l ly-organ ized .  The major ity  of  the 
popu lat ion  was  made up  of  farmers  but  there were a lso  severa l  nob lemen,  who owned
s laves .  There were a lso  many stone-masons ,  bu i lders  and craftspeop le  who were 
respons ib le  for  creat ing  the impos ing  stone temples  of  Angkor  and the re l ief  artwork .  

            



Angkor: World Heritage Site

Angkor ,  one  of  the most  important  archaeo log ica l  s ites
in  Southeast  As ia ,  i s  located in  north-western
Cambodia  and is  where Khmer k ings  establ ished the ir
cap ita l  (between the n inth and twelfth centur ies) .
Angkor  was  a  h igh ly  deve loped c iv i l izat ion ,  as  
demonstrated by its  stone temples ,  scu lptures  and
bas-re l iefs ,  as  we l l  as  i ts  e laborate irr igat ion  system.
Today ,  Angkor  is  an  extens ive  archaeo log ica l  s ite .
More than 100 temples  can  be seen there .  C iv i l i an
houses ,  inc lud ing  pa laces ,  which were bu i l t  in  t imber
and other  impermanent  mater ia ls ,  no  longer  ex ist

Stretching  over  some 400 square k i lometres ,  inc lud ing
forested areas ,  the Angkor  Archaeo log ica l  Park  
conta ins  the magn if icent  remains  of  the d ifferent  
cap ita ls  of  the Khmer Empire .  They inc lude the famous
temple  of  Angkor  Wat and,  at  Angkor  Thom,  the Bayon
Temple  with  i ts  count less  scu lptura l  decorat ions .  

Inscr ibed on  the World  Her itage L ist  in  1992,  Angkor  is  a  s ite  of  outstanding  va lue  to
humanity  and one of  the most  s ign if icant  s ites  represent ing  the cu ltura l  d ivers ity  of
Southeast  As ia ,  i .e .  the coexistence of  or ig ina l  Khmer cu lture  and the inf luence of
Indian  and Chinese c iv i l izat ion .  Whi le  Angkor  is  a  symbol  of  the tradit iona l  cu lture  of
Cambodia ,  i t  cou ld  a lso  be a  key  for  interpret ing  the cross-cu ltura l  background of
Southeast  As ia .     

Threats to the Site

In 1992 the s ite  of  Angkor  was  inscr ibed s imultaneous ly  on  the World  Her itage L ist
and on  the L ist  of  World  Her itage in  Danger .  Whi le  be ing  a  s ite  of  great  World
Heritage va lue ,  i t  was  c lear  that  the s ite  was  ser ious ly  threatened by the c iv i l  conf l ict
occurr ing  in  Cambodia  at  that  t ime,  which invo lved armed groups  invading  and 
p lunder ing  the s ite  –  w ith  many scu lptures  and fragments  of  scu lptures  removed for
sa le  outs ide of  the country .  Today ,  the re lat ive  po l i t ica l  stabi l i ty  means  that  such c iv i l
conf l ict  i s  no  longer  such a  threat .  Loot ing  st i l l  occurs  but  a  major  threat  to  the s ite
today is  the impact  of  tour ism.  Tour ism has  the potent ia l  to  cause great  harm to  the
s ite  if  i t  i s  not  managed carefu l ly .   In  order  to  protect  the s ite  the fo l lowing  measures
are requ ired:  protect ive  leg is lat ion ;  an  adequate ly  staffed nat iona l  protect ion  agency;
wel l  p lanned tour ism management strateg ies ;  permanent  boundar ies  with  mean ingfu l
buffer  zones  and regu lar  monitor ing ;  and co-ordinat ion  of  internat iona l  conservat ion
efforts .

    



Angkor Relief Art Works

These art  works  prov ide c lues  about  the h istory  of  the Angkor  s ite  and be l iefs  of  i ts
peop le .  The re l iefs  dep ict  scenes  from myths as  wel l  as  scenes  from everyday l ife ,  and
te l l  interwoven stor ies  with  a  common theme of  good versus  ev i l .  Many re l iefs  feature
stor ies  about  a  hero-k ing  and are  very  dramat ic  w ith  the message that  the k ing  (and
goodness)  w i l l  a lways  preva i l  over  ev i l  in  the end .  In  these re l iefs  the Angkor  k ing  is
often dep icted as  a  god and is  often seated atop a  w inged god .  

Re l iefs  a lso  often dep ict  famous fab les .  One re l ief  te l ls  the story  of  the “Churn ing  of
the Mi lk  Ocean” ,  a  Hindu creat ion  story ,  in  which the gods and demons batt le  for  the
e l ix ir  of  immorta l i ty .  Another  re l ief  te l ls  the story  of  the Mahabha-rata ,  an  Indian
ep ic  in  which there is  a  huge batt le  between brothers  which destroys  the wor ld .  The
famous Ramayana story  is  dep icted on  another  re l ief .  Yet  another  re l ief  te l ls  the story
of  the god Kr ishna ’s  batt les  and u lt imate v ictory  over  ev i l  demons ,  whi le  another  re l ief
depicts  the exp lo its  of  K ing  Suryavarman II ,  the k ing  who bu i l t  Angkor  Wat .  At  the
same t ime as  portray ing  these dramat ic  strugg les ,  the re l iefs  a lso  show everyday 
l ife  –  dep ict ing  ord inary  peop le  f ish ing ,  wa lk ing  and p lay ing  games .

For further information see the fol lowing publ ications
• Safeguarding and Development of Angkor, UNESCO Paris Declaration

http://portal.unesco.org/culture/en/ev.php-URL_ID=18343&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=
201.html   

• A History of Cambodia by Chandler, David P., Westview Press, 2000
http://www.questia.com/PM.qst?a=o&d=9975103

Useful internet sites: 
• www.unesco.org/whc 
• http://whc.unesco.org/ab_conve.htm
• www.historychannel.com/ classroom/unesco/angkor/index2.html www.theangkorguide.com
• www.nara.accu.or.jp 
• http://www.vwam.com/vets/angkor/introduction1.htm
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