INFORMATION TO USERS

This manuscript has been reproduced from the microfilm master. UMI films
the text directly from the original or copy submitted. Thus, some thesis and
dissertation copies are in typewriter face, while others may be from any type of

computer printer.

The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the
copy submitted. Broken or indistinct print, colored or poor quality illustrations
and photographs, print bleedthrough, substandard margins, and improper
alignment can adversely affect reproduction.

In the unlikely event that the author did not send UMI a complete manuscript
and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if unauthorized
copyright material had to be removed, a note will indicate the deletion.

Oversize materials (e.g., maps, drawings, charts) are reproduced by
sectioning the original, beginning at the upper left-hand comer and continuing
from left to right in equal sections with small overiaps.

Photographs included in the original manuscript have been reproduced
xerographically in this copy. Higher quality 6° x 9" black and white
photographic prints are available for any photographs or illustrations appearing
in this copy for an additional charge. Contact UMI directly to order.

Bell & Howell Information and Leaming |
300 North Zeeb Road, Ann Arbor, Mi 48106-1346 USA
800-521-0600

®

UMI






Citing Angkor:

The "Cambodian Arts" in the Age of Restoration 1918 - 2000

Ingrid Muan

Submirrted in partial fulfillment of the
requirements for the degree
of Doctor of Philosophy
in the Graduate School of Arts and Sciences

COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY

2001



UMI Number: 3005763

®

UMI

UMI Microform 3005763

Copyright 2001 by Bell & Howell Information and Learning Company.

All rights reserved. This microform edition is protected against
unauthorized copying under Title 17, United States Code.

Bell & Howell Information and Learning Company
300 North Zeeb Road
P.O. Box 1346
Ann Arbor, MI 48106-1346



© 2001
Ingrid Muan
All rights reserved



ABSTRACT

Citing Angkor:
The "Cambodian Arts" in the Age of Restoration 1918-2400

Ingrid Muan

This thesis presents a survey of art training and visual production in
Cambodia from the beginning of the 20t century to the present. The thesis
begins with a consideration of the colonial establishment of & French-
administered “School of Cambodian Arts” which was meant to sshape and
control artistic production throughout the country. At this imstitution,
existing forms of practice were “corrected” and students were traine=d to mass

produce hand-made “authentic” Cambodian art objects.

Following independence, the definition of “Cambodian Arts” proposead by this
colonial system of production was rethought. During the 1950s amd 1960s,
painters working from observation laid claim to a “modern Khmer Ppainting”
while institutional reforms at the School of Cambodian Arts introdwced what
were considered “modern subjects” (representational drawing,. design,
contemporary architecture and advertising). This shift in visuall regimes
was cut off, however, by the devastating events of the 1970s. Mome recent
forms of “modern Cambodian art” from the 1990s, have turned away from
observation, borrowing such tropes of Western modernism as the mark of the
brush and the singular gesture with which to stake their claim to -the new.
All these post-independence forms carry with them lingering trasces of a

colonial regime which emphasized the model and its multiple copies_



Through a survey of these colonial and post-independence forms of visual
production, this thesis provides a first account of the 20th century in a place
which art history has almost exclusively considered in terms of the temples
of Angkor (9th - 14th century CE). Just as art history has written out the
colonial processes through which these temples were “re-discovered” and
monumentalised, so it has refused to consider more recent forms of visual
production in Cambodia. A consideration of 20tk century visual production
in Cambodia cannot depend on the seemingly self-evident categories of
artists and coherent bodies of work established by canonical accounts of
Western modernism; instead, this thesis focuses on an institution and the
successive regimes of training through which it introduced and enforced the

concept of “the Cambodian Arts”.
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Introduction

Khmer civilization contributed nothing to civilization except Art. It is more
true of ancient Cambodia than of any country that ever existed, that the one
fact of their history is their Art-history

~ Ad Reinhardr (1961) "Angkor and Arc"

Until recendy, if the art of Southeast Asia was studied at all, then what was
studied was the past. Scholarship has focused almost exclusively on the monumental
remains of the kingdoms of Champa (VietNam), Ayucthaya (Thailand), Pagan
(Myanmar), and Angkor (Cambodia). With the demise of these kingdoms, Southeast
Asian art history fell silent and the canonical story of “modern art” was firmly located
in the “West” (beginning in Europe, centered in Paris, ending in New York). In the
last ten years, a number of studies and exhibitions have tried to redress this temporal
geography by examining visual production in Southeast Asia during the 20th century.’
Still, within these accounts and displays, Cambodia remains a blank. So strong is the

lure of the famous temples of Angkor (9"-14"centuries CE), thar art history

seemingly cannot admit a more contemporary Cambodian art.

' Ad Reinhardt was a well known American abstrace painter during the 1950s and GOs. This
passage is taken from his essay for a catalogue accompanying the 1961 exhibition of Khmer
sculpture at the Asia Society.

* See Contemporary art in Asia: traditions / tensions (The Asia Sociery, 1996); The Birth of
Modern Art in Southeast Asia: Artists and Movements ed. Ushiroshoji & Kawanchaikul
(Fukuoka Art Museum / Japan Foundation, 1997); Modern Asian Art, John Clark
(Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1998); and for individual countries neighboring

Cambodia, Apinan Poshyananda's Modern Art in Thailand in the 19th and 20th Centuries,
(PhD diss, Ithaca, NY: Cornell University, 1990) and Nora Taylor's Artisc and the State: the

politics of painting and national identity in Hanoi, Viet Nam, (PhD diss, [thaca, NY: Cornell
University, 1997).
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Beginning with their supposed “rediscovery” in the 1860s, the temples of Angkor
became the centerpiece for the colonial inscription of a quintessential Khmer culture’.’
Claims of a deserted Angkor “rediscovered”, are at best peculiar, given the presence of
monastic communities at the site since the 13th century. Not only were parts of the
temples in continuous use, bur Angkor Vat was visited and described by Europeans
and Japanese long before the European reception of Henri Mouhot's 1863 account
suddenly fabricates a “rediscovery”.® What this date does however mark is the
beginning of monumentalization, that is, the "site"-ing of the temples as “sights”, as
“wonders of the world”.

Wich their eventual clearing and literal reconstruction, the temples of Angkor
became the magnificent example against which the present fell short. In their
frequent treatises on art education and preservation, French planners expressed dismay
over what they saw as an increasing "disdain” for "ancestral traditions”. Instead of
following ways of making found in the glories of their past, the artists of Indochina
began producing "ever more disastrous pastiches”, "unfortunate accommodations of
Western mortifs” resulting in "a kind of composite style, a detestable hybrid art”. It

was against this "degenerate”, "decadent”, "mixed" “"confusion"” that the School of

*  “Cambodia” and “Cambodians” refer to the modern nation state and its inhabitants who

are ethnically diverse. "Khmer" is the name of the majority ethnic group living in Cambodia
today. In developing a picture of "authentic art” for what was to become the nation of
Cambodia, French administrators suggested that particular forms of art were the biological
destiny of this ethnicity. In whar follows, I use "Cambodian Arts” to refer to the visual
objects which colonial policy linked to the emerging nation. See Penny Edwards’ recent

dissertation Cambodge: The Cultivarion of a Nation 1860-1945 for a wonderful analysis of

the construction of Cambodia as a nation.

* Henri Mouhor, Travels in Indochina, Siam, Cambodia, and Laos (London: John Murray,
1864). Mouhot's account was serialised in Le Tour du Monde in 1863.




Cambodian Arts was established in 1918.° Together with the adjoining Albert Sarraut
Museum, the School would provide "an institution capable... of assuming the
teaching and the safeguarding of Khmer arts and crafts".* The school training chose
producing the culture of the future was founded with the same stroke as the massive
efforts to restore the particular cultural past of Angkor. Together, the restoration,
safe-guarding, and propagation of this “Khmer culture” sealed off a kind of preserve in
which the artists of the future would simply repear the outlines of the past.

My dissertation takes this stereotype of a colonial project of cultural engineering as
its starting point and then presents a narrative of the forms of visual production
subsequently produced in Cambodia. While many recent projects have investigated
colonial institutions and policies, few have tried to follow such formartions into
independence, thus analysing how colonial formations transmurted and re-figured
themselves to, in many cases, become standards of “native” authenricity. The state of
the present is too often simply indicted as the direct result of a now distant
colonialisation without the necessary proofs of such assertions being clearly traced. I
say this in order to explain my title which has become perhaps a misnomer, but a
productive one. I first visited Angkor in May 1992 when the enormous international

effort to arrange a free and fair election flooded Cambodia with aid, advisors, and

Quoted terms in the preceding sentences are from Trois Ecoles d'Art de L'Indochine
(1931). See also the series of articles published by George Groslier in Revue Indochinoise
(1918-1919), his longer presentation of the Cambodian Arts in “L'Enseignement et la mise
en pratique des Arts indigénes 1918-1930" (1931) as well as Henri Marchal, "Reflexions sur
['art moderne cambodgien”, France-Asie (1949).

¢ Baudoin, Inauguration du Musée Albert Sarraut et de L'Ecole des Arts Cambodgiens

(1920).




attention.” The counterpart to this political invasion was a perhaps equally excessive
influx of what I call Restoration Culture, the national and international effort to
enshiine the temples of Angkor as the cultural and economic centerpiece of a newly
reconstructed Cambodia. An unofficial United Nartions of restoration reams quickly
appeared after the Paris Peace Accords, and was soon spending enormous sums of
money to restore the temples.” At the same time, painters began to produce multiples
of Angkor and the image of the temples was seemingly everywhere (figure 1).
Officially, this Restorarion Culture labors in the name of Cambodia. Angkor is
being "returned” as "the true spiritual center of the Khmer people”, "the symbol of
the country... the source for the Khmer people of... identity recovered”.” Bur Angkor
has also become the property of "mankind” through its designation as a "heritage...
belonging to the whole of humanity".” In the less high minded rhetoric of some

Cambodian officials, the temples as World Heritage simply serve to lure all of

humanity to visic them, thus providing the "resources” with which Cambodia will

" The United Nations Transitional Authority for Cambodia served as the first of the UN
peace-keeping missions which have marked the 1990s. The chief goal of UNTAC was to
ensure a "free and fair” election so that the "will" of the Cambodian people would be known.

* Restoration teams working at the temples during the 1990s have included the narional
teams of France, Japan, Indonesia, Germany, and China, as well as private teams sponsored
by the World Monument Fund (a US based foundation), the Hungarian Angkor Foundarion,
and Sophia University (Japan). Overwhelmed by the number of requests for temples to
restore, Richard Englehardt, the UNESCO representative in Phnom Penh from 1991-1994,
warned of a "'Disneyland effect’ in which each donor nation carries out its own interpretation
of what Angkor should look like... Everyone now wants to produce a before and after
photograph”.

” Y. Ishizawa (Japanese restoration team, Sophia University) and Federico Mayor (director
general of UNESCO).

" Federico Mayor, director general of UNESCO, Speech at Angkor War. November 30,
1991.
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rebuild its economy." The vastness of the efforts to “safeguard” the temples masks the
outright violence with which Restoration Culture clears the present from its sites,
writing out the contemporary from the scholarly work which is cheir complement.”
It feels sometimes, a painter told me, as if there is no room for the present.13

I had initially thought that this contemporary Restoration Culture was simply a
replication of a colonial project pursued with the same scale and producing the same
effects. What I found however, at least in the area of visual production, was thar it
was only much more recently that the image of the temples has come to so haunt the
pictures being produced in Cambodia. Initally banned from the School of

Cambodian Arts as a foreign form of representation, the view of the temples was never

" In the preliminary “Zoning and Environmental Management Plan for the Siem Reap /
Angkor Region”, Peter Aderhold outlines a "high-price policy” intended to rarger "culturally
motivated tourists... coming from great distances”, drawn from "markets" in "Europe, Japan,
North America and New Zealand/Australia”. The "carrying capacity” of the temples are
spatially limited, thus restricting the potential numbers of daily visitors. Alderhold therefore
suggests limiting domestic tourism as well as restricting road access from Thailand. A curious
planning discourse results in which, on the one hand, Angkor is “given back” to the
Cambodian people as the embodiment of their culture, while on the other, the viewing of cthis
cultural symbol is reserved for the "distant” and "culturally motivated” "Western" tourist.
Whose culture, we might ask, is being "returned” (and to whom) when a Japanese restored,
French reconstructed, Khmer temple is used to develop "high end" international tourism?

" A ready example of such excisions is provided in any guidebook or scholarly treatment of
the temples. In plan after plan, each temple floats in a pristine field of white. Some of what
is erased becomes clear to the visitor to Angkor Vat. For today the ancient temple is
surrounded by two flourishing contemporary vatr complexes where one finds newly painted
narrative cycles and freshly cast concrete sculprures. These current visual forms do not figure
on the page of art history however. Nor for that matter do the souvenir stands which cluster
around the monument of the present. Instead the present is rendered blank and the ideal
temple is retrojected into an original and fictive time, to be studied "as it was”. Restoration
Culture labors to inscribe this representation on the real: temples are cleared (of jungle,
worshippers and souvenir sellers) so thac they can be framed as emblems of the past to be
viewed from afar.

“ Anonymous comment, Phnom Penh, February 1999.
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part of the training offered there.” Instead, the early School fashioned portable
objects, styled with ornaments, designated as Khmer, distilled from temple surfaces;
these objects were initially sold more to French civil servants living in Cambodia than
to the rourists who began to visit the temples. Nor was the image of Angkor an
overwhelming theme for painting during the post-independence years. Instead,
"modern painters” turned to the countryside and other forms of living tradition in
order to inflect the modern with enough Cambodian content to qualify it as "modern
Khmer art”. It is only recently then that the monument has come to so infect
painting and to so determine cultural policy.”

To fill in the present of a place which is constructed as past, is not to claim that
another version of “modern art” can simply be uncovered and added to an art history

which will thus become ever more inclusive without changing its fundamental shape.'

" See my discussion of the early curriculum of the School in Chapter Two.

* The more tragic ramifications of such a policy can be seen at the Royal University of Fine
Arts, the institution which runs through my account as a central force for determining forms
of visual production throughout the 20th century. Through recent international grants
direcdy linked to the restoration of Angkor, the Departments of Archaeology and
Architecture have received funding and staff development programs which have enabled them
to become fully functioning Departments. The Department of Plastic Arts, located on the
same campus as the other two Departments, has been left out of chis funding. The
Department has been repeatedly and explicitly told that its exclusion from this funding is due
to its "irrelevance” for the restoration efforts at Angkor. Today at the Department, talk often
turns to ways in which the Department of Plastic Arts could reconnect itself to the temples.
"We could make new sculptures to replace the old ones?”, one professor asked me hopefully,
measuring my reaction to see whether such a plan would interest the foreigners of whom [ am
often the test example.

* I am arguing against recent projects that seem to suggest that “modern art” (taken in the
stylistic sense of looking-(belatedly)-like-Western modernism) can be found everywhere and
that the conventional armature of named "artists” and coherent "bodies of work” can simply
be exported unproblematically. In such accounts, the particular trajectory of Western
modernism towards abstraction has been generalized into “the” aesthetic response to
modernization rather than one possible, culturally specific response.



Rather my project encountered many forms which initially bewildered me as an art
historian since they had seemingly no relation to the familiar stylistic progression of
canonical modernism. Still the objects I encountered were things of the 20th century
and almost all of them were labeled "art" by those who promoted them.

It soon became clear to me thart terms would have to be reconsidered, for as John
Clark has explained, there are many ways to define "modern art”. If - borrowing from
the experience of Western modernism - we define "modern art” as the objects
generated from a particular attitude, the "deliberate pucting behind of the past by
distancing of the artwork from an earlier set of artistic tastes", then this rupture of
rejection only occurs in Cambodia in the 1950s.” Bur if we instead decide, as I have
done, that modernity comes with colonialism (1863) and that cultural responses to
modernisation are what constitute modern arr, then the objects made during che first
four decades of the twentieth century in Cambodia must also be "modern art" despite
their seemingly “traditional” forms. To let these objects into the story, uncovers a
curious contradiction since, at the same time that Parisian innovations were building
the canon of modern art, a French-sponsored project of cultural engineering was
foreclosing such expressions in Cambodia in favor of a (re)constructed traditional

past.

7 John Clark, Modern Asian Art (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1998). The "new”
which is embraced in 1950s Cambodia (see Chapter Four) will seem surprising to cthose
imbued with now standardized progressions of the avant-garde from the turn of the century
to Abstract Expressionism, for what becomes “modern Khmer art” is representational
painting, precisely what canonical Western modernism refutes.



Here we run into that other term "art", for the cultural policies of the Protectorate
acted in the name of the "Cambodian Arts"." From the outside perhaps, the temples
and their sculptures, the vats and cheir paintings, the decorated carts, and the silver
boxes which French administrators encountered when they first turned their attention
to culture, could be designated as "art”. But within the turn of the century society in
which these forms were being produced, their meaning lay much more in their use for
ceremonies of worship and everyday life than in a visual contemplation that turned
them into objects with purely aesthetic and financial value. I begin my story with the
collision of these two systems, that is, at the moment when an imported system, self-
consciously declaring itself to be the protector of "Cambodian Arts”, encounters the
existing practices of the countryside and the court during the early years of the 20th
century.”

There are no "histories” - already synthesized accounts - of visual production in
20"-century Cambodia, although several recent works have touched upon art training

during the colonial period.” Therefore, in a straightforward sense, this dissertation

* T use "Protecrorate” to designate the period of French colonial rule in Cambodia which

lasted from 1863 - 1953.

* See here my account of the responses to the survey taken in 1917, Chapter One. For a
discussion of the marker "Cambodian”, see Penny Edward's recent dissertation Cambodge.
The impulse to construct and marker something specified as "Cambodian art” is of course
part of that emergence of the modern nation state described in the work of Benedict
Anderson and Thongchai Winichakul. As John Clark has put it: "as the state has mapped
itself internally as a unit with hegemony over a restricted territory, so it has constructed itself
externally as one unit in an international system of like entities”, a mapping which often
requires the formation of a national art as well as a broader national culture. See Clark,
Modern Asian Arrt, p-18.

* See Gwendolyn Wright, The Politics of Design in French Colonial Urbanism, Nadine
André-Pallois, L'Indochine: Un_Lieu d'éxchange culturel? and Penny Edwards, Cambodge:

The Cultivation of a Nation 1860-1945.
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simply provides a first overview of a field. It is with this aim in mind, that I have kept
a wide time range and a broad brush rather than pursuing more limited and
theoretical discussions of specific areas. Much of whart follows certainly deserves more
derailed and thoughtful attention in the future.

The primary source of information on the state of the arts and the development of
the colonial art school are found in the voluminous writings of George Groslier, the
chief architect and implementor of the "doctrine” for Cambodian Arts. In Chapter
One, I summarize Groslier's representation of the Cambodian Arts at the turn of the
century and outline the crisis that he proclaimed. I then use a discussion of the
responses to his 1917 survey, and a brief overview of commissions during the first two
decades of the 20th century, to throw the foundational claims on which he based his
“rescue” into question. The same impulses to borrow the strange which are often
listed among the primary tactics of early Western modernism (cubism), are largely
eliminated by Groslier's rescue, cut off at their beginning by the promise of 2 market
for “model”, "traditional” objects.

In Chapter Two, I try to uncover and describe the actual curriculum of the
School after Groslier's takeover, leaving aside the rhetoric with which his rescue has
often been represented. Through this analysis, we come to see that Groslier's claim to
provide a "sanctuary” for "authentic” Cambodian Art was largely fictional. Instead,
the School (with Groslier at its head) became a design center for a set of "new”
traditional objects that were then mass hand-produced by ever greater numbers of
associated artists for a foreign market. During the time that Groslier was installing his
system of production, he relied upon many of the methods associated with modern

forms of product development and industrial manufacturing (e.g. division of labor,
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streamlining, marketing, managing the relation of production to consumption). The
School and its associated Corporations thus paradoxically became a factory for hand-
made goods. In the later sections of this chapter I examine how individual artisans
ficted into chis factory, how the factory developed into a booming business, and how,
in perhaps the most fitting response to its success, the entrepreneur Say made a
machine for mass-producing jewelery-which so horrified Groslier just before his death.

Chapter Three turns from the School to examine the broader culture of display
which developed under the Protectorate and then continued into the period of
independence. I use this chapter as a bridge to the post-independence period,
sketching the broader visual culture in which specific forms of visual production
found their meaning. My account shows how objects thar were once exhibited for
wonder became products for sale through the colonial restructurings of Tang Tok (the
annual festival celebrating the King's birthday). I then follow these displays into the
period of independence to describe how they became once again imbued with wonder
of a very different kind. During the 1950s, a massive campaign to present "the image
of America" to Cambodians led to exhibitions, -ﬁlrns, and illustrated publications, all
meant to picture a way of life and convert Cambodians to it. What was “sold” was
primarily an ideology and thus such exhibitions and publications were offéred for free.
A similar campaign of image production is subsequently undertaken by Sihanouk's
Sangkum (1955-70) in order to promote a view of Cambodia tha tried to reconcile

contradictions between "modern" and "Khmer" installed under the Protectorate.™

* The Sangkum Reastr Niyum was the name of the political party founded by King Sihanouk
in 1955 when he abdicated from the throne in order to enter politics. The party presided for
the next 15 years (1955-1970), a period which is often remembered today in Cambodia by
simply "the Sangkum" (the sociery).
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"Modern" visual forms played a crucial role in the image of the Sangkum
developed by then-Prime Minister Sihanouk. Chapter Four looks more closely at the
development of "modern painting” at Groslier's School while tracing the transition of
this institution to the Royal University of Fine Arts. "Modern” in the Camb;)dian
visual arts of the 1950s and 1960s came to mean representation based on seeing, thus
substituting the immediacy of perception for the repetition of production plans.  Still
this "modern painting” remained a form of nostalgia, since it took the countryside
and a way of life untouched by modernisation as its primary themes.

Groslier's legacy of object production did not, however, simply disappear. In
Chapter Five, I turn to a consideration of the after-life of his system, surveying certain
forms of souvenir innovation in Siem Reap and Phnom Penh from the 1950s to the
present. In these more recent manifestations, the impulses of Groslier's system return
in oddly perverse forms. The contemporary images which I discuss can also however
be read as the wake of the 1970s, that ten year period during which the promise of a
modern Cambodia offered by the Sangkum was torn apart.”

Chapter Six charts the aftermath of this disaster on training and visual production
in Cambodia today, providing a brief survey of the contemporary “Cambodian Arts”.
While old "masters" recapitulate an image of "authentic” Cambodian art that Groslier
would surely have approved of, young professors sent to socialist-bloc countries

during the 1980s reiterate aspirations for a "modern Khmer art" which, however,

* The US sponsored Lon Nol regime was ushered in by a 1970 coup. Despite enormous US
aid, the regime (which from the start was marked with an almost surreal ineptness) eventually
fell to the Khmer Rouge in April of 1975. The DK regime, which ruled from 1975 to January
1979, is now "famous” for the deaths and devastation which it inflicted on its own people.
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takes a very different form than that proposed during the Sangkum. Between these
competing claims to "Cambodian art”, the majority of painters and sculptures today
are "workers” who labor at a distance from the remains of Groslier's School, making
no appeal to the category of "artist”. Using skills of representation and replication
learned through apprenticeship, they produce by hand the mechanical images which
coat modern public spaces.

I have struggled to cover what might be considered an overly ambitious range of
time by insisting on holding colonialism and independence together. In doing so, I
have bridged that curious gap between documents of the archives and memories of the
living. Almost all of my account of the colonial era School is derived from Groslier's
published writings as well as the many extraordinary reports and evaluations,
previously unknown, which I found in the National Archives of Cambodia. My
analysis of the "image of America" which infused the first decade of Cambodian
independence relies on newly declassified materials found at the US National Archives
in College Park, Maryland. With independence, my account shifts to rely upon the
memories of those with whom I have spent the last three years. My final chapters
thus are pieced together from conversations, stories, pictures and often contradictory
memories. All representations are always already misrepresentarions. Still, I have tried
to listen well. As Jean Laplanche has so beautifully put ir, "the past already has
something deposited in it that demands to be deciphered, which is the message of the

23
other person”.

® Jean Laplanche, "Notes on Nachtraglichkeit”, in Essays on Otherness. London:
Routledge, 1999.
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I have also struggled with language, for much of the Khmer which I translate
refuses the illusion of equivalence. For passages which I thought might be of
particular interest to those who read Khmer, [ have included the original passage in
the footnotes. All translations from the French and the Khmer are mine unless
otherwise noted. I have included many pictures in my text. I do so for two reasons.
For many readers in the West, the terrain which [ cover will be unfamiliar, so chat the
images can perhaps help them to visualise whar the texr discusses. In Cambodia, few
people have the luxury to engage in such enterprises of collecting and assembling, and
[ hope that through the presentation of this survey, I can provide a useful text ro those

who have been so generous to me.
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Chapter One: The Crisis

In a 1913 photograph, we find "the place of the weaver” to be under the house
(figure 2). Although those pictured were probably assembled for the photograph, the
casualness of their pose, the presence of the children, and the facc that the loom is
located just under the home's front door, indicate thar weaving - in the Cambodia of
1913 - is itself an activity woven into the flow of everyday life.' Skip to almost ten
years later (figure 3) and we find that the place of the weaver has been excracted from
the flow of family life and now is found in a solitary cleared room with nothing but a
loom. The weaver pictured still stops to look at the camera however, just as the
woman under her house did before. Another ten years later still (figure 4), and the
head of the weaver is in perfect alignment with her loom; she has simply become part
of the machinery for diagramming proper technique.

This chaprer investigates some of the things which might have fostered and forced
the pictured change. We know quite clearly one version of the "decline” and
subsequent "renaissance” of the "Cambodian arts” from the turn of the century until
the 1940s, thanks to the magisterial writings of George Groslier (figure 5). Groslier

was dogged and prolific in his explanation, defense, and propagation of the "doctrine”

' See the survey responses from August and September 1917 for descriptions of artisanal
practices in the countryside just before the colonial restructuring of art training [NAC
#15200 (RSC)]. In what follows, all references to files in the Narional Archives of
Cambodia (NAC) are followed by their file number and the collection in which they are
found, in this case, the collection of the Résident Supérieur. [ use “Cambodia” to designate
the region in which the modern day nation state was emerging during the first few decades of
the 20" century. See Edwards’ Cambodge for a wonderful treatment of the construction of
the nation state.



Figure 2
A loom under the house, the place of the weaver”, 1913
NMC Pkotsgraphy Collection, Groslier photo and caption #99

Figure 3: Weaver at the School of Cambodian Arts, 1922
NMC Photography Collection; H40

F1 : Weaver at the School of Cambodlan Arts 1930
NMC Photography Collection; H376

16
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which he developed for the “Cambodian arts™.* In articles spanning the nearly thircy-
year period during which he ran the Ecole des Arts cambodgiens, the Musée Albert
Sarraut, as well as the larger Direction des Arts cambodgiens, Groslier repeatedly
outlined the underlying premises, the everyday operational details, as well as his future
plans for these institutions and the system of cultural management which they
installed.’

Since Groslier's writings give the most accessible and complete description of
Cambodian visual arts during the early 20th century, they have often been taken as
“objective” descriptions rather than as carefully placed publicity pieces whose equally

important aim was to convince colonial authorities and the French public at large of

* The "doctrine” is elaborated in George Groslier, "La convalescence des Arts cambodgiens”
in Revue Indochinoise May/June 1919 (vol.31 #5), p-871 and "L'Enseignement et la mise en
pratique des Arts Indigénes”, Extrait du Bulletin de I'Académe des Sciences Coloniales vol.
16 (Paris: Société d'Editions 1931), p-1, also published as Les Arts Indigénes au Cambodge
1918-1936 for the Exposition Internationale des Arts et Techniques, Paris, 1937 (Hanoi:
Imprimerie d'Extréme Orient, 1937). All subsequent references to these two texts are
followed by C or E followed by the page number. Groslier's writings include: "La tradition
cambodgienne”, Revue Indochinoise vol.29 #5 (May 1918); "L'Agonie de I'Art cambodgien”
Revue Indochinoise vol.29 #6 (June 1918); "La prise en charge des Arts cambodgiens”
Revue Indochinoise vol.30 #9 (September 1918); "La convalescence des Arcs cambodgiens”,
Revue Indochinoise vol.30 #10 (October 1918); "La convalescence des Arts cambodigens”
(revised article) Revue Indochinoise vol.31 #5 (May / June 1919) reprinted as a separate
bookler (Hanoi, Imprimerie d'Extreme Orient, 1919); Inauguration du Musée Albert
Sarraut et de I'Ecole des Arts cambodgiens Phnom Penh: Imprimerie du Protectorat, 1920;
"Ce qui a écé faic au Cambodge pour la pratique et la protection des Arts indigeénes”, Arts et
Archéologies kkhmeérs vol.1 1926; "Etude sur la psychologie de I'artisan cambodgien”, Arts et
Archéologies khmérs, vol.1, parts I and II, 1926; "La Fin d'un Art", parts one and two,
Revue des Arts Asiatiques, Tome VI, 1929-30 #3 September / #4 December) ; Trois Ecoles
d'Arc de L'Indochine. Hanoi: Imprimerie d'Extréme Orient, 1931 and in English
"Contemporary Cambodian Art studied in the light of its past forms", Eastern Art (College
Art Association 1930). For a bibliography of Groslier's writings see Frangois Martini,
"George Groslier 1887-1945" in France-Asie, vol.7 #66-7 (1951) Saigon.

' I subsequently use the following English translations and abbreviations: School of
Cambodian Arts, Albert Sarraut Museum and DAC to refer to these three institutions. The
Direction des Arts cambodgiens emerged in the early 1920s as the administrartive organ
overseeing the School, the Museum and the Corporations.
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the merits of Groslier's project. Sources confirm, as we will see, that Groslier did
provide perceptive accounts of conditions in a colony poised on the cusp of
modernity. There are also however aspects of his picture that other histories throw in
a more dubious lighe. It is imporrant today to reassess Groslier's representations and
assumptions since they provided the intellectual bases on which definitions of art and
artistic identity - as well as institutional structures in which to develop and maintain
such definitions - were constructed for colonial Cambodia. As later chaprers will
describe, these definitions and the policies they generate have had a curious and
lingering halflife in post-independence Cambodia. As a friend laughingly remarked
recently while wartching workers struggling for weeks to sledgehammer away che
stubborn base of the colonial Monument to the Dead: "the French built good

foundations™.*

What better place to start than with the triumphal inauguration of the complex
which, for Groslier, was the physical embodiment of the links he tried to establish
between the past and present, a complex of buildings which still today provide the
focus for "cultural tourist” visits to Phnom Penh.” On Apri! 13, 1920 the newly-builc

Museum with its accompanying School was inaugurated by colonial, royal, and

" Peter Arfarnis, early October 1999. The Monument to the Dead of World War I was
built in 1924-5 on a site in front of the present-day French embassy. Sections of it still
remain today both displayed in front and stored behind the National Museum of Cambodia.

> The 1992 ZEMP Report on the preservation and development of the temples of Angkor
(UNDP, 1994) discusses the desirability of "high end cultural tourism”, urging limits on
regional tourism of a primarily religious nature since each of the temples has a very limited
“carrying capacity”.
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monastic dignitaries. Through surviving photographs of the event, we can imagine
the moment when Baudoin, the Résident Supérieur of Cambodia, rose to speak
(figure 6).° The inauguration of the buildings, Baudoin proclaimed, marked the
“realisation of a project” to "create an official autonomous institution” able to
"assume the tutelage and safeguarding of Khmer arts and crafts”. By rescuing chese
arts from a "slow agony” of "degeneration and even decadence” that was leading
"irremediably towards their annihilation”, the Museum / School complex would
"bring to life those crafts which have already disappeared”, while "maintaining the
others in their traditions".” The main themes of Groslier's project are all here: a threat
was identified, a crisis proclaimed, a rescue performed, and a cerrain kind of
regeneration fostered, but one which would have to be continually "safeguarded” and
"maintained”. Tutelage - the training of the future - was immediately sutured to
conserving the past. Things that had disappeared were to be brought back, while
those thar still existed were to be kept as they were. Change was seemingly banished

from this scenario.

The end of an art
The inauguration was a curious scene if we consider that Groslier's writings

repeatedly indicted the French themselves for the "slow agony" which Baudoin

* I subsequently use RSC when referring to the various Résident Supérieur's who come to
figure in my account. For a recording of the largely ceremonial speech by the Palace

Minister, see ﬁ‘lf‘ﬁIﬁLﬁ; 1 ﬁd‘&?q @ (sic)#9 (NAC Newspaper Collection).

" Baudoin, Inauguration (pamphlet, NMC library), p.2. All subsequent references to this
text are followed by (I, page, name of speaker). [ use NMC for the present day National
Museum of Cambodia, formerly the Albert Sarraut Museum.
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lamented. "Our appearance on these shores,” Groslier wrore, "provoked such a
disturbance, that the past can no longer guarantee the future”." The "turmoil” of
"Western civilisation installing itself’ had "completely upset Khmer society”.” For
Cambodia, the coming of the French was "like an old man walking along his path":
"the automobile comes, blows its horn, he turns around, sees it too late, it is not
possible for him to avoid it and the old man thus dies on the road".” "Suddenly
something is dead”, Groslier announced dramatically to the assembled dignitaries in
1920: "Enamel on mertal is dead, damascene, niello. Give to my words their literal
meaning: there is no longer a single Cambodian pracricing these artistic industries
which still prospered during the reigns of the Kings Ang Duong and Norodom™."
According to Groslier, it was the "unheard-of force and rapidity” with which new

Western influences had entered the country, that had easily "finished off" Cambodian

art "with a single blow"."” A system of newly cut roads quickly allowed a "network of

" Groslier, George. "Ce qui a été fait au Cambodge pour la pratique et la protection des arts
indigénes”, Arts et Archéologies Khmeérs vol.1, p. 467. All subsequent references to this text
are followed by (CQ, page).

> Groslier, George. "Etude sur la psychologie de ['artisan cambodgien”, Arts et Archéologies
khmers, vol.1, parts [ and II, p-128. All subsequent references to this text are followed by
(psyl, page) for part one and (psyll, page) for part two.

“ Groslier, George. "La Fin d'un Art", parts one and two, Revue des Arts Asiatigues, vol.G,
1929-30 (#3 September / #4 December) p.176. All subsequent references to this text are
followed by (FAI, page) for part one and (FAII, page) for part two.

" 1, p.19, Groslier. Damascene is a process of incising gold or silver inlay onto bronze or
other metals, while niello is a process which leaves a black inlay on silver. See Anne Richrer,

The Jewelery of Southeast Asia (London: Thames and Hudson, 2000).

“ "L'Enseignement et la mise en pratique des Arts Indigenes”, Excrait du Bullerin de
I'Académe des Sciences Coloniales vol. XV1 (Paris: Société, d'Edicions 1931), p.5.
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circulation” that produced "enormous social change” (figure 7)."” "The European
colonist”, Groslier wrote knowingly, "was not a specrator”; he did not simply
"contemplate the landscape”(FAII, p.244). Instead he quickly penetrated into the
remotest areas and there engaged in "unceasing activity”(FAII, p-244). The aims of
the European were "never, let us well note, to maintain the Cambodian plan [and] to
defend the local traditions, but always to uproot them"(FAII, p.244). It was not only
the European who began to make use of the new roads however. Cambodians
themselves who, according to Groslier were a "people immobilized for centuries”,
were "suddenly seized with an excessive wanderlust [and] began in the space of ten
years, to tour around the country and to travel chrough it, part by part, not ac all in
order to establish an active circulation of its blood, bt instead with the goal of
multiplying contacts as quickly as possible with the Europeans” (FAL, p.180). It was
objects however which traveled most quickly through these new nerworks, and
Groslier marveled at the speed with which "100 little courts (with artisanal
workshops) and 900 pagodas” had become inundated with “chinaware from the
Grand Depot, table stands of Louis Phillipe... religious imagery from Munich...
percales and flowered cottons imported from England"(R1925). The "barrel of
cement”, the "ton of iron”, the "case of European trinkets”, all penetrated easily (FAI,
p-180). The influx of these things precipitated what Groslier called "the disaster”:

"bad Western taste” came in the form of "the catalogues of St. Etienne, the trinkets of

® FAI, p180. According to Groslier, in 1900 there were only fifty kilometers of surfaced
roads in Cambodia and no cars. The first automobile arrived in 1912, and by 1914 there
were 30 tourist cars, 5 publiz transport vehicles and six hundred kilomerers of road. By 1929,
there were 2400 kilometers of roads along with 1840 rtourist cars, 820 buses and 270
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cheap household vendors, objects of the lowest aestheric value, the dining rooms of
Henry I, the gaudy ties, the mechanical lamps, our stamped metal mantelpieces, our
tinsel jewellery." In a word, "all our bric-a-brac takes the road to Cambodia and
finds a place of honor with the heads of the provinces as well as the Royal
Palace”(R1925). Through the "careless childishness” of an attraction to the foreign,
the indigenous elite had almost killed what for Groslier was Cambodia's greatest
resource (FAIL, p.247). No longer commissioning high-quality work from local
artisans, the Cambodian aristocracy instead rushed to "replace” native objects "with
Western luxuries"(E, p-5). Since the "precise moment” that "the Cambodian
aristocracy have come into contact with us", Groslier lamented, Cambodian art had
"been in its death throes”: “The native who, since the time of Angkor, had need of
nothing and received nothing from the West, living by his own resources and through
his own means, suddenly discovered that he had all kinds of needs: a pair of shoes, a
warch, a sparkplug, a yard of English crepe, a bicycle, a hat. By 1915, one could not
find a dignitary who did not possess or at least consult the catalogue of the

Manufacture d’Armes de Saint-Etienne”.” Stripped of its "indigenous clientele", local

transportation trucks (FAI, p.179-180). The increase in tourism during the 1920s is
illuminated by these figures.

" George Groslier "Rapport sur les Arts indigénes au Cambodge: Le état au moment de la

reprise par I'Administration francaise et exposé historique du Service des Arts cambodgiens
1918-1924", May 7, 1925 [NAC #11322 (RSC)]. All subsequent references to this Report
are followed by (R1925). The report pages are unnumbered.

® FAI, p.181 and Groslier, George. "La tradition cambodgienne”, Revue Indochinoise
vol.29 #5 (May 1918) p.468. All subsequenc references to this text are followed by (TC,

page).
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arts “lost the reason to form themselves”(E, p.5) and thus "the principal arts of the
country... collapsed like a house of cards" (FAI, p-181).

Groslier understood this turn to the West as an attempt by the indigenous elite to
"refind their lost prestige”(TC, p.459). With the increase of French presence and
power, the displaced class of Cambodian officials attempted to "acquire our [French]
standing, which they know [only] from its exteriors"(TC, p.459). Copying the
visually recognised signs for Frenchness, “the Balat of the provinces no longer
impressed his village with his sculpted licter, bur instead with a phonograph, shoes,
white pants, a helmet. His silhouette becomes French. Then comes the irresistible
automobile and the distance between the people and the governor is
reestablished”(FAII, p.248-9). Through his shift in taste, the Balat purt three types of
artisans out of work: the wood sculptor who once carved the decorative details of his
litter, the ivory carver who once prepared ixs ornate balustrades, and the lacquerer who
once finished its glossy interior (FAIL, p.182)." Unemployed, such masters ceased to
train apprentices and abandoned their crafts, returning to the rice fields to support
their families. "The years pass”, Groslier concluded, "men die, forgotten, lost in the
countryside with no notice of their death, no inquiry or inventory of whar they rake
off with them"(I, p.19, Groslier).

If one of Groslier's repeated themes was this supposed abandonment and the

consequent "end of an art”, he also described, in passing, forms of contemporary

' While Groslier reserved his harshest criticisms for court and provincial authorities such as
the Balat, he also reprimanded the Buddhist clexgy. As Groslier put it, instead of serving as a
"sacred power” which would shelter and preserve indigenous artisans, the monks instead
began to wear "robes made of English cloth”, had their "religious images printed in
Germany”, and became "the biggest client of the importers of cement"(FAII, p.247).
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production that were ongoing and even increasing. Faced with a market flooded with
French goods, Groslier's "humble Khmer artist” found it impossible to "oppose his
tradition to ours, especially since he works under our command.”” Those artisans
who did continue to work, began to "make concessions” and “alterations",
incorporating aspects of foreign goods into their products (Ag, p.549). Through the
"disastrous teaching of lamentable peddlers’ wares,"(R1925) indigenous forms
"hybridized" incorporating "imported objects... techniques...[and] materials"(E, p.5).
Others echoed Groslier's cries. Already around 1910 Henri Marchal had observed "a
certain degeneration, a beginning of decadence” in "the mortifs of cthe most recent art”:
“the influence of the West, and models of deplorable taste introduced by cinema,
illustrated magazines, and trinkets in the marker, had made themselves felt amongst
artisans used to transmitting from facher to son, by tradition, ancestral motifs in
which the art of Angkor was reflected”.” "Passing easily” from the local and
traditional to a "mixed style of Chinese, Japanese, or of European forms"(I, p.3,
Baudoin), Khmer artisans transformed themselves into "copyists of the European,”

producing "miserable failures” imitating "the caraytids of Erechteion, an impressionist

" Groslier, George. "L'Agonie de I'art Cambodgien” Revue Indochinoise vol.29 #6 (June
1918). p.552. All subsequent references to this text are followed by (Ag, page).

" See Henri Marchal, "L'art cambodgien moderne”, Bulletin de la Société des Erudes
Indochinoises de Saigon, #65 (1913) and Henri Marchal, "Reflexions sur l'art moderne
cambodgien”, France-Asie, (1949), p.346. Henri Marchal became conservator of Angkor after
the murder of the first conservator, Jean Commaille in 1916. He introduced che technique of
anastylosis for restoration work at Angkor following a trip to the Dutch Indies in the early
1930s. Marchal lived in Siem Reap until his death in 1970. For more on colonial cinema see
Ingrid Muan and Ly Daravuth, "A survey of Cambodian film" in Film in Southeast Asia:
Views from the Region (ed. David Hanan, Vietnam Film Institute / SEAPAVAA, 2000).
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landscape... Lalique jewelery"(I, p-16, Groslier).” Those masters who were sill
training apprentices transmitted these "contaminated forms of art” to them (E, p-5).
Allowed to continue on such a "decadent path”, the Khmer would end up as a
"completely emptied people” whose sole remaining rtalent would be thar of
"plagiarizing" (I, p.16, Groslier).

These descriptions of doom were meant, of course, to legitimate Groslier's
enormous project of "restoring” the "arts of a people.” It was against these
contemporary "failures” that an "authentic”, "true” - and "past” - Cambodian art was
to be excavated and reborn, thus healing "the break in the chain of tradition provoked
by Western influences and the conditions of contemporary life"(E, p-2). It is
important to repeat, however, that even in Groslier's own account of crisis, aesthetic
production had not ended: it was just that the hybrid and often Westernized forms
that had began to appear did not martch the ethno-national portraic of "Cambodian

art” that the French were dcvcloping.

The "art" of the "Cambodian people”
What then was the "art" of the "Cambodian people” according to Groslier?”

"Peoples”, to Groslier, had "an art”, an unchanging artistic identicy which "reflected”

" Also see Tardieu's description of the sicuation in Cambodia in his letter to the RSC in
1924 NAC #17502 (RSC).

Groslier, George. Trois Ecoles d’Art de I'Indochine. Hanoi: Imprimerie d’Extréme
Orient, 1931, p.24. All subsequent references to this text are followed by (TE, page).

* George Groslier (b. 1887) was the first French baby born in Phnom Penh (his father was
an official in the early Protectorate). He left the city when he was very young in order to be
educated in France. Groslier trained as a painter at the Ecole Nadonale des Beaux Arts,
studying with Bouguereau, Toudouze and Maignan. By the time he returned to "stabilize”
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a "national mentality”, "developed” and "refined” over centuries, incorporating
aspects of the "climate, flora and fauna" of the specific place in which they lived (I,
p-13-14, Groslier). The arc of "a people” manifested "their feelings”, "their past”, "the
essence of their race"(I, p.14, Groslier). "Cambodian art”, for Groslier, "did not
evolve in its principles nor in its essence”(I, p.15, Groslier). Rather, through a "fixed"
program, independent from the observation of nature, a canon of representation was
established and "transmitted from generation to generation” over centuries (I, p.15,
Groslier). Such transmission was "not just obedience to an established formula” nor
was it "the desire to imitate”. Rather, for Groslier, it spoke to "something stronger,
more imperious - a latent aesthetic” which revealed a "Cambodian temperament”, an
"ancient soul"(TC, p.465).

The individual artisan “submitted” to the "obligations" of this temperament by
following long established "vocabularies”(psyIl, p.213, E,p.3) His primary function
was “to obey”, "perpetuating indefinitely the same facts”" by "executing to perfection”
forms which the past dicrated to him (psyll, p.213). The artist therefore "obeyed the
art”, "not the art the artist"(psyl, p.131). Rather than expressing individuality,

Khmer artisans "reflected the whole of their race in a single of their works"(psyll,

p-209). In the Cambodian context then, "art didn't try to set itself free”; rather it

the arts, he had already made several "artistic and archaeological study missions” to Angkor
(1910-11, and 1913). It was these missions which formed the base on which Groslier builc
his conception of the Cambodian Arts. Groslier was mobilized and served in Romania
during WWT before returning to Cambodia permanently in 1917. See Nadine André-Pallois,
L'Indochine: un lieu d'échange culturel, p.153-6; Penny Edwards, Cambodge, p.206; NAC
#8336 (RSC) and NAC #17499 (RSC) which contains early correspondence by Groslier's
father, a civil servant in Cambodia, as well as grade reports from the young Groslier's studies
in France. In a retrospectively amusing anecdote, the young George Groslier was given a
three day suspension from school for passing his drawing of a female nude to fellow students.
Groslier's official resume is found in NAC #11887 (RSC).



30

"complied to the service” of what was already established (psyll, p.213). Individual
artisans were “fated” to make certain forms, given their "herediry”, heritage, and
surroundings; the artist of Groslier's time was "identical to that of the Angkorian
Khmer" using "the same aesthetic and the same methods of work."™

To Groslier, all spheres of "authentic” Cambodian life were steeped in the ethno-
national aesthetic which he outlined: "one finds in the temple the same art, the same
technique, and the same motifs as in the palace, the house, and on utensils"(psyll,
p-213). "Everything" was a "pretext for (art) handwork... in a rich client's house (just]
as in the pagoda or the furniture of a farmer"(CQ, p.83). Although there was an
"elite” group of artisans working in the Palace, the work which they produced
"differentiated itself from popular art, neither by its forms nor by its inspiration, buc
only by the richness of the materials used and... by the perfection of its making"(E,
p-4). Work commissioned within such a milieu was always a communally recognized
object whose only variables were the dimensions and quality of the materials as
determined by the client. Whether the clientele was "religious, princely, or popular”,
it would always commission "the same things without ceasing”(psyl, p.129).

Together, artisan and client made up "an artistic people who all know what is

¥ See Psyll, p.212, 214, 215 and George Groslier, "Resume Historique de ['Ecole et du
Service des Arts”, 1922 in NAC #11887 (RSC). Groslier is obviously comparing Cambodia
to that other context of emerging French modernism in which the "artist” was meant to
"disobey” and refuse the service of tradition. Groslier frequently made use of "Khmer" in
order to differentiate this "native” group from "Annamite” and "Chinese" who mighr,
Groslier admitred, have lived in Cambodia for several generations but who were nor, in his
formulation, "native”. See in particular Groslier's letter on "Annamite” students transferring
from the Ecole professionnelle to his newly founded school in NAC #17633 (RSC).
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beautiful and who understand and love the beauty and the ideal of a race”(psyl,
p.129).

The passing down of artistic knowledge from generation to generation required
only the "simple contact” of a master and an apprentice in order for "an alphabet and
formulas” to be learned: "the atavism, the milieu, the omnipresence of the art, did the
rest"(E, p.4). Exchange between master and apprentice consisted of commands which
were "not personal”, but which showed that "they were thousand times older than the
master”, stemming from "a distant origin, sacred and mysterious” (psyl, p.131). Thus
"the master obeyed the teaching just like the student"(psyl, p.131). Inherited forms
were "never considered... with a critical air” since they inherendy "fit" an apprentice
already "used to them like the trees which surround him"(psyl, 131). "Art was in the
air” and "all breathed it" with a "strange universality”(FAIL, p.253). Tradition thus
“traced the alleys in the park, ordered the beds and gave them over to the planting of
flowers and the laying of stones”(psyl, p.131). If upon consideration we find that we
have as yet seen no actual art objects or discussed any particular stylistic traits, then
this reflects the sweepingly general plane on which many of Groslier's descriptions of
Cambodian art operated. The fact that such a thing as "Cambodian art” had to exist,
a problematic assumption as we shall see, was never questioned. The specific forms
and the precise method of transmission rarely enter Groslier's broadly poetic
descriptions of the "park” which he came to oversee.

That the "park” was in danger however was never in doubt. In fact, the broad
characteristics of Cambodian art that Groslier sketched left it, in his view, inherenty
open to decline. Simply its coherence and omnipresence made it vulnerable since

"made from a single block, it falls as a single block"(E, p.5). As an "applied art, or if
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one wishes, a utilitarian art”, it was "most fragile" and "easily doomed to disappear”
since objects no longer used would simply be thrown away, replaced by new and
different ones (CQ, p.84). When local objects were abandoned in favor of "cheaply
made objects” from the West, it was not just the object which was abandoned bur also
the "pretext for traditional arts”, the field for making "applied art” itself (E, p.5).
Despite the inherent, age old "temperament” which Groslier claimed for the artisan,
the contemporary artisans of his descriptions turned out to be entirely fickle, able and
willing to quickly assimilate anything and through such borrowings to "end" their art.
Habituated to a system of commissions which "imitated the past”, Groslier's artisan
could and did "imitate all other examples” as well (Ag, p.552). Told to "make this",
regardless of what it was, the artisan would "never object”: "he [would] never
contradict you - even if what you wished harmed his tradicion” since, to Groslier, the
Cambodian artisan “lacked the critical spirit and the independence necessary for such
an outburst. Told three times to make something anti-traditional, there is a strong
risk that he will continue in the future, every time, to make it so, since he is servile
and has a real faculty for assimilation (Ag, p.552). Ironically, the cradition of oral
transmission from generation to generation (an "authentic” indigenous practice if
there ever was one) was seen to seal the fate of Cambodian arr. With no written
documents passing down traditional knowledges from generation to generation, once
artisans assimilated themselves to other ways of making, these "distortions” were all

that would be transmitted to future apprentices.” Cambodian art, in Groslier's

3 . . - . . . . "ne " .
Groslier was not alone in condemning oral transmission despite its "inherent” "nacive
"authenticity”. See for example Baudoin who in his inaugural speech called for "eliminating
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scenario, fell "victim to its [own] absolutism which was unable to support the least
wound. All blows were fatal [to it]"(TC, p-469). It could only die.

More measured and specific accounts of the shifts by which fairly hermetic local
communities were pulled into a broader colonial economic network are also found in
Groslier's writings. In the countryside of 1917, for example, lengths of imported
cloth began to replace hand-woven sampots since manufactured French cloth cost less
than a quarter the price of a sampot and took only "two minutes” to buy rather than
three to four months to make (FAI, p.182). The lacquered wood bowls used by
monks to gather food had been copied and began to be made by machine in Europe,
"embossed and enameled just like wash basins"(FAI, p.183). Again, such factory
bowls sold for half the price of lacquered wood bowls and eliminated the two month
period required to make and dry them. While such products from abroad came to
replace things that had previously been made in the home, local production itself
began to replace traditional marerials with marerials brought from afar. Cement was
here Groslier's greatest villain. Where previously 16 strong and long wood logs had to
be found to form the central columns of a temple, after 1900, Groslier noted
despairingly, all the head monk had to do was "write a letter to an importer"(FAI,
p-185). "Eight days later" almost any amounct of cement, iron, and gravel arrived with
a "specialised Chinese supervisor” and an expert in mixing cemenr; "there you had
your pagoda”, Groslier concluded (FAI, p.185). The "molds of the entrepreneur”

used to make the columns and decorative dertails "circulated from province to

the ignorant hands imbued only with oral traditions that mark the age of decadence in the
arts and crafts” (I, p.7-8, Baudoin).
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province” resulting in "serial pagodas”(FAI, p.185). Where once finely carved wood
detailing finished such Vart projects, cement ornaments quickly became the norm.
Why should a wood fronton be carved - a process taking three to four months and
costing far more - when the entrepreneurs’ molds could be used cheaply to cast
cement ones in the span of a few days? The ubiquity and social importance of Vars
only added to the rapidity of change since Var building projects served as
"instantaneous propaganda” for reinforced cement and mold-making (FAI p.185).
By 1917 then, for Groslier, "one found oneself in the presence of an unknown
being, an art strange to itself'(E, p.1). It was necessary, Groslier declared, "to go
backwards thirty years in order to re-find the national art in its authentic forms and in

* It was in this retrospection,

the last stages of its natural and historical evolution”.
~ that Groslier found the "magnificent role” of the French. “We profit from procedures
that they [the Cambodians] ignore,” he announced, “[we know] research methods
that they don't even imagine. It is here above all that French methods have found
their place, their purpose, their magnificent role”(I, p.20, Groslier). Thanks to the
French "knéwlcdge of investigation"(I, p.20, Groslier) and through their "awakening,
diffusion, and expansion of historical study”, it would be "possible to make better
known the true characrer of Khmer civilization, to revive the local art industries, and

to re-find forgotten ancient processes”(I, p.7, Baudoin). Through a process of

"nutrition and selection”, colonial authorities would distill a pure and "authentic”

24

E, p.6. We will return to Groslier's theory of change in Chapter Two. Although, as we
have seen, he outlined a broad notion of an unchanging tradition, passed down for centuries,
he also accepted that this tradirion would change. It must do so "naturally” however, within
its own evolution rather than through the unnatural impacr and influence of the West.






















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































