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Beautiful and wild,
dlongerous ard
primitive i5 the
tropical forest of
Cumbodia. The
hot, humid and op-
pressive air smells
hypnotically of
rotting vegetution. Only o few rays of
—._‘3 lighi penetraie the dense wall of brunches,
70, wvines und ferng. In the middic of
thiz wild exuberant growth lies my ool
Angkor, the myihical centre of the
Fhmer empine, over 1000 yvears old, only
discovered in 1861 by the French bota-
mist Henm Mouhot,

And there it is:“gopurnm’’. the monu-
mental, shinmg gate of Angkor Thom,
the ancient citadel of the Khoer. In the
distance, the colossal, pynamid-sheped
maountain temple of Bayon rises above

';\_)r\l the horizon - the strenpest consiruction in

Q"HJ' pll civilization. 216 pizantic Buddha
fuces adom its 34 towers. And Buddha is

ﬁ ool the only one who protects the

g muighty temple city. The enlire arga has
been mined by guerrilla ﬁghn:!ﬁ,
preventing access o the gastemn “gate of
death™,

[ first saw Angkor in 1972 when |
visited the ares of my own risk with a spe

:\] cial UNESCO pussport, Only o few
weeks later, the mGmous “Red Khmer™
ook control of the region once and

&'\hr all. At the time, 1 rode from femple 1o
femple on the back of an elephant
fealing like an introder, afraid | might be

) violating the sacred stones. Never be-
fore and nowhere else in the world had 1
seen such o perfect symbiosis of noture
and culture, Amd, even after all these
vears, s view siill takes my breath awiy.

I un area megsuring 200 square

c—  Kilometres, the largest religions building
in the world nises above the mins: Ang-
koor W, the “iemple of the capitul city™,

Neture versus culture: the jungle seams
to be an the verge of engulling the
rulned temple of Ta Phrom. Yet,

that's what it has been irying (o do for
cantufies - withoul suscess
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Constructed by Kimg Surjywarmian L
(1103 - 1150), this immense complex is
32 meres high and sumoundad by a wall
with & perimeter of four kilometers. Tt

is the crowning work of classic Khmer
architeciure and 15 covered by fantastic
sculptures. Statues and sophisticated re-
liefs depict not only the numerons Kluner
gods but also scenes from the everv-day
life of this era.

Enonmous rectongular nitilicial lokes
and irrigation systems afl around Angkor
aflowed rce to be harvested three (dmes
o year, This formed the tasis of the ciy's
wiealth, making Anghkor Lhe cenire of

the largest Easi-Astan empire, While siill
il its zenith, Angkor was destroyed by
the Siamese in 1432, grudually losing out
entirely 1a the jungle, Belore long, the
tigers, snakes and apes were in charge here
again.

When [ first visited the city, the sta-
tues of the deities and demons pulling on
the body of the mythics! serpent “naga™
waete still stunding along the stone hridge
which leads 1o the muin entry to Angkor
Thom. Today, all thar is left of thi=
bridee s 4 pile of rubble. Man has suc-
cessfully destroved within 200 vears
things which managed o survive almost

six centuries of exposure to natural
jungle forees, The busts of the sacred gods
have been decapitated or mustilated,
while the reliefs, ornaments and even the
stutues of the light-biue “apsara” dancers
have been smashed. And after the
viinilils came the robbers, selling antigue
treasures of inestimable value to tou-
rists as souvenirs. Although Cambodia’s
coliural pride 15 now being guirded 1o
sommie extent, anlique stores in Bangkoek
are still well stocked with artifacts
stolen from Anghar,

The barbaric Red Khmer were fol-
lowed by the Vietnamese, Admimedly, in
the twelve years in which they occupied
the country they did at least leave Angkor
in peace. Yet, they exploiled the sur-
rounding jungle without mercy, rigorously
clearing it away, Thers is harely a tree
to be found on the four-kilometre long
road linking the French colonial town of
Siem Reap built in the Thirties with
Angkor Wat

Mow that Cambodin has opened up its
borders ever so slightly to tourists, visi-
Loy are able to sdimire the antique beauty
of the impenal city, Bul for how much
lenges?

Linfortunately, there 18 o risk that this
complex may lose its unigue magical
appearance [orever. Some of the temples
have lost their legendary green coat of
protection. Hundreds of workers are cur-
renily resforing the weathered monu-
ments, burning off the surmounding vepe-
tation and leaving behind them bare
earth in the process, Comsiderad o be the
masi precious Khmer temple and sur-
rounded wday by a scattening of deadly
mines, Banteay Sred, the small *Citadel
of Women™ constructed in 267 from
pink stone, has bean “violated” in a simi-
lar way.

"We've heen lucky agnin - the Khmer



rebels did not show their faces”, said a
soldier in the team accompanying me, a
foreign legionnaire serving with the
UNO. This region, located only 35 kilo-
metres from Siem Reap, is still controlled
by the Khmer.

On one particularly nice day, 1 see a
number of dainty dancers in shining
sarongs on the steps leading to the At
Phrom temple. They are moving grace-
fully, sensuously and with extraordinary
precision to the slow rhythm of the
“khlong” - remmiscent of the famous
“apsara” dancers. At the height of
Angkor’s development, more than 600
young girls danced to the kings'
delight. Here in At Phrom, nature’s supre-
macy is particularly in evidence -
enormous trees and bushes dwarf the
precious buildings,

A number of different international
initiatives want (o assist in the tre-
mendously expensive task of restoring
Angkor. But | have my doubts: how
worthwhile is it really to go to gargantuan
efforts to renew a ruined city, given
the fact that it can never be restored to its
original state in the first place? In fact,
Claude Jacques of the French School of
the Far East goes as far as o criticise
the removal of the sumpluous vegetation.
He argues that the trees and bushes play
an imporiant role by protecting the
temples from rain and sun. All that needs
io be done, he claims, is to keep their
growth under control.

I also believe that the harmony be-
tween stone and flora should be
preserved, Yet, by wirning Angkor into
an open-air musewm, its fascinating
magic is destined 1o be destroved.,



