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CHAPTER XVII.
THE RUINS OF ANGKOR — THE GREAT TEMPLE

WE,

whose good fortune it is to live in the nineteenth
century, are accustomed to boast of the perfection
and preeminence of our modern civilisation, of the
grandeur of our attainments in Science, Art, Literature,
and what not, as compared with those whom we call
ancients ; but still we are compelled to admit that they
have far excelled our recent endeavours in many things,
and notably in the Fine Arts of painting, architecture,
and sculpture. We were but just looking upon a most
wonderful example of the two latter, for in style and
beauty of architecture, solidity of construction, and
magnificent and elaborate carving and sculpture, the
great Nagkon Wat has no superior, certainly no rival,
standing at the present day. The first view of the
ruins is almost overwhelming. One writer says, ' The
ruins of Angkor are as imposing as the ruins of Thebes
or Memphis, and more mysterious ;' and another — M.
Mouhot — whose work we have used as a guidebook
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in this distant part of Siam — thinks that ' one of these
temples [Nagkon Wat] — a rival to that of Solomon,
and erected by some ancient Michael Angelo — might
take an honourable place beside our most beautiful
buildings. It is grander than anything left to us
by Greece or Rome.' At a first sight one is most
impressed with the magnitude, minute detail, high
finish, and elegant proportions of this temple, and
then to the bewildered beholder arise mysterious
afterthoughts — who built it ? when was it built ? and
where now are its builders ? But it is doubtful if these
questions will ever be answered. There exist no
credible traditions — all is absurd fable or legend.
...

' Was civilisation,' asks Louis de Carné (late mem
ber of the French Commission of Exploration of the
Makong river) — 'was civilisation, in the complex mean
ing we give that word, in keeping among the ancient
Cambodians with what such prodigies of architecture
seem to indicate ? The age of Phidias was that of
Sophocles, Socrates, and Plato ; Michael Angelo and
Raphael succeeded Dante. There are luminous epochs
during which the human mind, developing itself in
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every direction, triumphs in all, and creates master
pieces which spring from the same inspiration. Have
the nations of India ever known such periods of special
glory? It appears little probable, and it is only
necessary to read the Chinese traveller of the thirteenth
century, whose narrative M. Abel Rémusat has trans
lated, to be convinced that it was never reached by the
Khmers [ancient Cambodians]. He describes the monu
ments of the capital, most of which were covered with
gilding, and he adds that, with the exception of the
temples and the palace, all the houses were only
thatched. Their size was regulated by the rank of the
possessor, but the richest did not venture to build one
like that of any of the great officers of state. Despotism
induced corruption of manners, and some customs
mentioned by our author show actual barbarism.'
This article would tend to prove, therefore, that the
authorship of Nagkon Wat must be ascribed to other
than the ancient Cambodians. But to whom ?
M. Henri Mouhot, who gave the first exact account
of these since celebrated ruins, was strongly of the
opinion that they were built by some of the lost tribes
of Israel — those scapegoats of so many anonymous
monuments throughout the world. M. Mouhot, in his
travels through IndoChina, made many efforts ...

