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The Discovery of Two Cambodian Queens of the 12th Century by a Photographer 

While these queens are revered and worshipped by the locals, they have been grossly overlooked by both Khmer and 

foreign historians, who have dismissed them as a common garden variety of celestial dancers known as apsaras. So 

everybody followed and so did I uƴǘƛƭ L ƴƻǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ άōǊŀƛŘŜŘέ ŜȅŜōǊƻǿǎΣ Ƴȅ CǊŜƴŎƘ ŦǊƛŜƴŘ ƳŀŘŜ ƳŜ ƴƻǘƛŎŜΣ ǘƻ ǿƘƛŎƘ L 

replied to him. άL ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ōǊŀƛŘŜŘΣ ōǳǘ ƎŜƳǎǘƻƴŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜƳƻǾŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŦǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƪƴƛǘǘŜŘ ƭƛƪŜ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƘƻƭŜǎΦέ 

The unique feature on the eyebrows with other gemstones hacked off, sparked my interest to discover who they 

really were: dancing apsaras, or dancing queens or local goddesses? 

An ordinary day of temple exploration has led to an extraordinary discovery. Hidden in a narrow labyrinth of 

galleries, amid dark and moss-covered stone walls and ceilings in precarious danger of collapse; there stood before 

me two queens of the 12th century Khmer kingdom. It was unknown to the eyes of the world and the Cambodians, 

who fondly remembered the queens through oral history with no pictures and rare written notes; nevertheless, ever 

present, these stately queens had endured the ravages of time, invading jungle, and human pillage.  

I proudly present to you the 12th century Khmer royals, Queen Indradevi and Queen Jayarajadevi.  

These sisters were the spouses, professors, and advisers of the beloved and most respected King Jayavarman VII, the 

prolific builders of temples, hospitals, and training centers for the people of Cambodia.  

On the following days, in a different temple, Bayon, I re-photographed my two favorites sculptures to complete my 

portfolio of the έSacred Treasuresέ.  While editing the photos, I noticed compelling resemblances of my last 2 

sculptures to the queens. The confirmations of their lives and status as queens in Bayon temple were the necessary, 

ƛǊǊŜŦǳǘŀōƭŜ ǇǊƻƻŦǎ L ƴŜŜŘŜŘΦ !ǎ Ƴȅ ŎǳǊƛƻǎƛǘȅ ƎǊŜǿ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜŜƴǎΩ ƳȅǎǘŜǊƛƻǳǎ ƭƛǾŜǎΣ L ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴŜŘ ŀ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ 

was a strong possibility that I might find other renderings of the queens in additional temples built under the same 

reign. I feel extremely fortunate to have discovered not just one set, but ten plus sets of sculpted images of these 

prominent, surprising, and kindhearted queens in Khmer history. 

CǊŀƴŎŜ Ƙŀǎ άaƻƴŀ [ƛǎŀΦέ 9ƎȅǇǘ Ƙŀǎ ά/ƭŜƻǇŀǘǊŀΦέ  !ƴŘ ƴƻǿ /ŀƳōƻdia and the whole world will be inspired by two 

influential, beautiful, and compassionate queens, Indradevi and Jayarajadevi. This is an exciting story and discovery 

about people of the past by people of the present for people of the future. 

However, their time is running out. We must act before all antiques, artifacts, statues, sculptures, and traces of them 

are lost forever. I believe there is an urgency to save the queens from further vandalism and collapsing ceilings, and 

rightfully place them in a museǳƳΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ōŜƭƻƴƎΣ ǘƻ ƛƴǎǇƛǊŜ YƘƳŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŦǊŜŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ. 

They have already survived 800 years with extreme environmental hardship and will not be there for the next ten if 

ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŀŎǘ ƴƻǿ ǘƻ ǎŀŦŜƎǳŀǊŘ ǘƘŜƳ ŦƻǊ YƘƳŜǊ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ǎŀƪŜ ŀƴd as world heritage treasures. This is a discovery story 

as well as an appeal to save the queens! 

Best regards, 

 

Phalika Ngin  

23 DEC 2009/18 MAR 2010 
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The Discovery of Indradevi and Jayarajadevi, Queens of the 12th Century Khmer Kingdom 

 

This discovery was made possible through the focus on two particular sculptures: the sisters and queens Indradevi 

and Jayarajadevi, both advisers and wives of King Jayavarman VII. 

 

vǳŜŜƴ LƴŘǊŀŘŜǾƛΩǎ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜs exemplify the ideal Khmer beauty, with her oval face accentuated by a long nose 

and cleft in her chin. The queens were attired like saints/deities. Their sculpted images can be found in three 

temples, Preah Khan, Bayon, and Banteay Kdei, which were built during their reign as a testimony to their historical 

influence on that era. When viewed in the context of the royal life depicted in the bas-reliefs located in the 2nd inner 

gallery of Bayon temple, these sculptures provide proof-positive evidence that these women existed and corroborate 

with the oral legends handed down about them. 

 

Obviously, not all apsaras (defined in Sanskrit or Tep Apsars in Khmer) are celestial dancers; some apsaras might be 

royal court dancers, princesses, devatas, saints, goddessesΣ ƻǊ ǉǳŜŜƴǎΦ LǘΩǎ ǳƴŎƻƴǎŎƛƻƴŀōƭŜ ǘƻ categorize and label all 

Khmer women of the royal kingdom as apsaras. Clearly, these are sculpted portraits of powerful, influential, 

beautiful, and compassionate Queen Jayarajadevi and Queen Indradevi of the 12th century Khmer Kingdom, who 

made major contributions to its culture and governance.   

 

The reverberations of their tremendous influence still resonate in the nowadays body of research. These royals left 

behind a legacy of wealth cultural heritage that propelled Cambodia on the international stage and made tourism its 

first and main economic drive. 

 

Summary of recognized historical fact and cultural context: 

 

Fact 1. They are the known sisters, queens, and royal spouses of King Jayavarman VII. In Bayon, the inner 2nd gallery 

bas-relief illustrated the hierarchy and the activities of the King and his two Queens.  Please see the notes in the two 

bas-reliefs depicting the differences of types and classes of all the figures. 

Fact 2. ¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ άpreah aƴƎέ ƳŜŀƴǎ sacred, divinity or saint, and is a formal manner of addressing royalty. In Khmer 

history, it is common to give kings god-like status. King Jayavarman considered himself a god-king. Therefore, his 

queens would also be considered goddess-queens.  (See appended notes) In historical records we found the sculpted 

images and statues of King Jayavarman VII by the thousands, but we only found 3 presumed statues of Queen 

WŀȅŀǊŀƧŀŘŜǾƛ ŀƴŘ ȊŜǊƻΣ ƴƻƴŜ ƻŦ vǳŜŜƴ LƴŘǊŀŘŜǾƛΩǎ ǎǘŀǘǳŜǎ ƻǊ ǎŎǳƭǇǘǳǊŜǎΦ It was not surprising that at the present, I 

found more than dozens of paired sculptures of the sisters-queens in their temples built during their reign, once I 

differentiated them from the common apsaras.  

 

Fact 3. Lƴ tǊŜŀƘ YƘŀƴΣ vǳŜŜƴ LƴŘǊŀŘŜǾƛΩǎ ǎŎǳƭǇǘǳǊŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭƭȅ ƘŀŘ ǇǊŜŎƛƻǳǎ ƎŜƳǎǘƻƴŜǎ ŜƴŎǊǳǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ƘŜǊ ŜȅŜōǊƻǿǎ ŀƴŘ 

crown. Gold hoops once dangled from her earlobes and still more gemstones had been woven into her body belt, all 

treasures long-ago stolen. The fact that she was adorned in precious gemstones and gold is a revealing feature of her 

true royal identity. No other apsara sculptures have ever been encrusted in gold and precious stones in Khmer 

history. 

http://www.phalikan.com/queenstory/index_4.html
http://www.phalikan.com/queenstory/index_2.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Apsara
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                                                                  Queen  Indradevi in Preah Khan 

                                            

Fact 4. In Preah Khan, Bayon, Banteay Kdei Temples were built under the same reign only a few years apart. Temple 

building averaged 20+ years before completion. In their era (and in nowadays) only the few elites and religious high 

order could read Sanskrit. However, all the people, men, women and children of past and in the present can tell the 

narratives looking at the bas-reliefs. (See notes on the Bayon bas-reliefs.) 

Fact 5. In Bayon and Preah Khan their facial features are unique and recognizable, despite the wear and tear and 

minor damages occurring over the centuries. The western, Indian-ƭƛƪŜ ǘǊŀƛǘǎ ƻŦ vǳŜŜƴ LƴŘǊŀŘŜǾƛΩǎ ŎƭŜŦ ŎƘƛƴΣ ƻǾŀƭ ŦŀŎŜΣ 

slight squarish jaw lines, long nose, slightly slanted eyes, elegant eyebrows, and unmistakable smiles are more similar 

on both sculptures than different. Striking Chinese/Asian looking facial features on Queen Jayarajadevi are a rounder 

face, cute little nose, slanted eyes, and elegant, curling lips either smiling mischievously in life or gracefully in death.  

 

 

                               Queen Indradevi in Preah Khan is compared to her images in Bayon: 
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                                   Queen Jayarajadevi in Preah Khan is compared to her images in Bayon: 

               

Fact 6. Queen Indradevi was probably named due to her Indian looks. Indra is derived from India, Inde. Indra is also 

referred to as a god in Hindu. 

Fact 7. At the main entrance in Bayon, their most sacred temple, Queen Jayarajadevi was represented in a dwelling 

structure fit for a queen. It had curtains, maids, musicians, and apsara dancers with two other sculptures on her left 

side, one of them which is Indradevi.  At Bayon, on the second floor, the main tower walls were covered by the 

sculptures of these paired queens, recognized by their hallmark attire and standing position of a divinity. In addition, 

above their alcoves, the little Buddhas (their King representations, some are left, most are desecrated), were blessing 

them reasserting again their status of goddess-queens. On the other side of the main entrance, initially thought as 

the many wives of the King, upon closer examination, ǿŀǎ LƴŘǊŀŘŜǾƛΩǎ ƭƻƻƪ-alike. 

 

       In Bayon Queen Jayarajadevi is seen in her palace like dwelling, and Queen Indradevi is to her left. 

                                    

Fact 8. vǳŜŜƴ LƴŘǊŀŘŜǾƛΩǎ ƛƳŀƎŜ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊŦŜct, idealized features of a Khmer woman. To this day, 

Cambodian women and men are desirous of having a cleft chin! This feature is usually considered a masculine and 

authoritative trait in the western world. 


