
ANGKOR WAT: The Temple City
Angkor Wat is a temple at Angkor, Cambodia, built in the 12th century for King Suryavarman II 
as his state temple and capital city. Part of a temple complex, it is an essential element in the 
history of the Khmer Empire, the largest continuous empire of Southeast Asia, lasting from the 
9th to 15th century. �ough it has undergone religious and architectural transformations, it has 
remained a symbol of Cambodia and has become the country’s prime destination for tourists.
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�e outer gallery measures 187 
meters by 215 meters. �e inner 
walls bear a series of bas-reliefs, 
depicting scenes from Hindu epics, 
including its most famous, �e 
Churning of the Ocean of Milk. 

�ough the Ministry of Tourism does not publish reports dealing 
specifically with Angkor Wat, the visitor statistics for the country 
demonstrate the temple’s positive impact on the tourism industry.

VISITORS TO CAMBODIA, 1998-2006

TOP 5 TRAVEL MARKETS TO CAMBODIA

0

500,000

1,000,000

1,500,000

2,000,000
Visitors

1998

220,904 Korea

124,562 Japan 

65,163 Taiwan 
97,814 United States

63,685 China

1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006

1,591,650

12th CENTURY

Vishnu

Buddha

13th CENTURY

15th CENTURY

16-19th CENT.

MODERN DAY

�e initial design and construction of Angkor Wat took 
place under Suryavarman II, who ruled the Khmer empire 
from 1113-1150. It was dedicated to the Hindu god Vishnu.

Jayavarman VIII reinstated Hinduism as the state religion in 
the late 13th century, and many Buddhist monuments in 
Angkor were defaced. After his death, �eravada Buddhism 
took hold and remains Cambodia’s dominant religion.

Angkor suffered repeated invasions by the �ai from the west. 
As a result, King Ponhea Yat moved the capital from Angkor 
to Phnom Penh in 1432.

Western explorers and missionaries began to visit the Angkor 
temples. Henri Mouhot, a French explorer, is popularly 
credited with the Western “discovery” of Angkor Wat in 1860.

In 1992, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization declared Angkor Wat a world heritage 
site. It is being restored and has become a tourist destination.

In 1177 the city of Angkor was sacked by the Chams, the 
enemies of the Khmer. Jayavarman VII, a Khmer leader, 
defeated the Chams in 1181 and was declared king. He 
made Mahayana Buddhism the state religion.

THE TRANSFORMATION THROUGH HISTORY

Sources: AngkorWat.org, Cambodia Ministry of Tourism, UNESCO.org, Wikipedia Infographic by Dana Kublin, Photography by Hans-Georg Seedig
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MIDDLE GALLERY
�e middle gallery measures 100 
meters by 115 meters. It may 
originally have been flooded to 
represent the ocean around 
Mount Meru, a sacred mountain 
in Hindu mythology that 
Angkor Wat was designed to 
represent. 
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A cruciform cloister called Preah Poan (“�e Hall 
of a �ousand Buddhas”) connects the outer gallery 
to the middle gallery. �e four courtyards of the 
cloister may have originally been filled with water.

CLOISTER

�e inner gallery, called the 
Bakan, is 60 meters square. �e 
peak of the central sanctuary 
tower rises 65 meters above the 
ground. �e shrine, originally 
occupied by a statue of Vishnu, 
now features standing Buddhas. 
�e steep stairways represent 
the difficulty of ascending to 
the kingdom of the gods.

A 350-meter sandstone causeway  
with balustrades of naga, or Khmer 
mythical serpents, connects the 
city’s outer wall to the temple. 
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