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World Water Day

Naga appears in Siem Reap
By Darryl COLLINS *

The naga illuminated the Siem Reap River for almost three weeks PHOTO: LEANG SEKHON

With the help of some Tonle Sap
fishermen and a few sponsors (including
the MRC), a Cambodian artist draws
attention to water issues with a massive
installation near the Angkor temples
The legendary naga has a common ancestry in
countries of the Lower Mekong Basin. In Cambodia,
the mythical water creature appears in many forms.
The serpents may have special names such as
Ananta, the mythical ‘sleeping couch’ for the reclining
god Vishnu, or Mucilinda, the multi-headed coiled
serpent that shelters the Buddha. The naga that
appeared along the Siem Reap River in early 2008,
however, was fashioned from rattan, recycled plastic,
nylon fishing line and fitted with electric lighting.
Supported on bamboo poles anchored in the sandy
riverbed, the giant white serpent appeared from a
distance to be rearing out of the water.
The 225-metre naga was the brainchild of Cambodian
artist Leang Seckon as a tribute to World Water Day
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The naga comprised about
300,000 staples, 100,000
pieces of hand-cut plastic,
600 lights, 150 kilograms of
recycled plastic and 10
kilometres of fishing line.
on March 22. King Norodom Sihamoni was patron to
this master installation which took more than one
hundred people two weeks to assemble and put into
place. Among those who assisted were a dozen
fishermen from the Tonle Sap Lake who used their
skills in building bamboo fishing gear to anchor the
structure to the bed of what scientists now believe is a
man-made river (see Catch and Culture, Volume 11,
No. 2). The installation was inaugurated by Siem
Reap Deputy Governor Kim Chay Hieng in a riverfront
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ceremony followed by a fashion parade of recycled
clothing by the Rubbish Project, which has been
seeking to draw attention to environmental issues in
Cambodia. The naga was last seen in its entirety on
April 10 before it was dismantled ahead of the Khmer
New Year.
In Khmer representations, this multi-headed serpent
(with three, five, seven or nine heads) has long been
associated with water and its benefits. As such, the
naga is symbolically the guardian of prosperity and
treasures. It is a common motif in many temples,
where it decorates the entrance balustrades, bridges,
moats and reservoirs. The naga is not only associated
with creation myths of Cambodia but is also the
serpent that shielded the Buddha while he meditated,
raising him from floodwaters by using the coils of its
body. This serpent also operates in local folk beliefs
as a protector of buildings (usually from fire), due to
its association with water, and is frequently found in a
stylised form as finials at the ridge ends of roofs.
The Siem Reap River rises from a plateau where
thousands of stone linga are carved into the
sandstone riverbed at both Phnom Kulen and Kbal
Spean. There the river waters are sanctified,
cascading onto the plain below to flow to the ancient
city of Angkor and onward to the great Tonle Sap
lake. An ancient inscription from the Bat Chum temple
at Angkor ascribes a certain sanctity to the waters of
the river by stating that ‘with the exception of the
sacrificial priest, no-one may bathe in the waters ...
born at the summit of the holy mountain of Mahendra.’
An 11th century inscription at Kbal Spean describes
the river as the ‘torrent of Rudra, river of Siva, this
Ganga.’ In another reference, the legendary ruler
Preah Thong is cured of leprosy by the holy waters of
the Siem Reap River. It identifies him with the equally
legendary Khmer Leper King (Sdach Kanlong).

Fishermen from the Tonle Sap helping with the installation
PHOTO: LEM CHAMNAP

The inauguation on March 22 featured flags depicting a fish, a bird
and an elephant. Other flags depicted a turtle and a crocodile.
PHOTO: LEM CHAMNAP

Further Reading:
More recently, the ecological habitats associated with
the Tonle Sap Lake have drawn naturalists and
scientists to study its wildlife. The lake draws water
from the overflow of the Mekong as well as its own
tributary system; when the Mekong subsides at the
end of the wet season, the flow of the Tonle Sap River
reverses and the lake empties back into the Mekong.
The lake itself is an important breeding ground for
fish, a major source of protein in the Cambodian diet,
while the flooded forest wetlands have become a
focus for eco-tourism.

http://therubbishproject.blogspot.com/
http://www.sanghanetwork.org/index.php
option=com_content&task=view&id=137&Itemid=45
http://www.worldwaterday.org/page/1427
Collins, Darryl, Siem Reap: Then and Now, Udaya,
no.7, 2008, pp.73-99

* Mr Collins has worked as a consultant to the National Museum of
Cambodia since 1994. He is also co-author of Building Cambodia:
‘New Khmer Architecture’ 1953-1970 (The Key Publisher, Bangkok,
2006)
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