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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

Performance, Practice, and Possibility: How Large Scale Processes Affect the Bodily
Economy of Cambodia’s Classical Dancers

by

Celia Johanna Tuchman-Rosta
Doctor of Philosophy, Graduate Program in Anthropology

University of California, Riverside, March 2018
Dr. Sally Ness, Chairperson

Classical dance has been tightly woven into discourses of national and
international heritage as a representation of Cambodian cultural identity, particularly after
the country’s devastating civil war in the 1970s. This dissertation articulates how
Cambodia’s classical dancers and teachers negotiate the effects of large-scale processes,
such as heritage development policies, on the art form and their bodies. Several scholars
and dancers have developed perspectives on the revitalization efforts of the classical
dance form in the period after the Khmer Rouge Regime, but this dissertation fills a gap
in the documentation of the role that international nongovernmental organizations and
tourism have on dance production.

The dissertation research in Phnom Penh and Siem Reap in 2011 and 2012 traced

the training and performance activities of practitioners at a broad range of arts NGOs and

iX



tourism venues to examine the large-scale processes that affected the lives of
practitioners. To demonstrate the deeply woven connections among global heritage,
tourism, NGOs, nationhood and Cambodia’s dance artists, this dissertation first
articulates the process through which classical dance transformed from ritual practice to
global commodity while maintaining ritual functions. Second, it demonstrates how
practitioners navigate their personal corporeal economies—the labor of practice and
performance—to balance the benefits of their bodily work with the possible alienation of
their bodies being commoditized. Third, it shows how UNESCO intangible heritage
directives are interpreted and embedded in local contexts, creating paradoxes for dance
practitioners. Fourth, it develops a web-based model for understanding classical dance
production, preservation and development in Cambodia—a social web that practitioners
must navigate to survive. And finally, it further develops Bruner’s (2005) borderzone
concept, expanding it into a borderzone field, to analyze the experiences of both
audiences and performers in tourist settings.

The amalgamated framework proposed in the dissertation, including tourism,
heritage, development, and economic theory is necessary to peel away layers of
phenomena from the global to the local while unpacking their links to the lived

experiences of classical dance practitioners.
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Preface

I have chosen to translate terms from Khmer to English where possible, with the
exception of a few major genres of dance. Where translation isn’t possible or detracts
from reader experience, I use the transliterations provided in Ministry of Culture and Fine
Arts documents. When these are not available, I use the transliterations introduced by
Paul Cravath (2007). For non-dance related terms I use the transliteration table from the
Documentation Center of Cambodia.' When abbreviations are used, they will be noted in
parentheses after the first use of the term. Cambodia has been known by many names,
The Kingdom of Cambodia, the Khmer Republic, Democratic Kampuchea, the People’s
Republic of Kampuchea, and the State of Cambodia—each of which corresponds to a
particular political period in Cambodia’s recent history. For ease of reading, I have
decided to call the country Cambodia, unless the time period or political situation is
integral to the discussion. While some of the troupe and company names as well as the
positions and titles of some individuals discussed in this dissertation have changed in the
years since the research was conducted, in the dissertation the names and titles of the
2011-2012 period of research will be used unless otherwise stated. Below are some key
terms regarding the genres of dance. Other transliterations are defined as they come up
and are collated in Appendix C.

Robam boran is a Khmer term referring to a specific genre of dance most
commonly translated as classical dance in current literature. This genre the main focus of
this dissertation. For a long time, robam boran practice was associated with the royal

courts, but it has since 1970 been officially separated from the royal family. I generally
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refer to this dance genre by the currently accepted Khmer term robam boran (which
literally translates to ancient dance) or classical dance. When discussing this dance
practice prior to 1970, I will use the term court dance to denote its connection with the
royal courts. When referring to the practice in Angkorean times ritual dance will be
substituted. This change in terminology is meant to demonstrate the fluid nature of the
classical dance form. There are four main character types in robam boran: nirong (male
gods and male royalty); neang (goddesses and female royalty); yak (giants and demons);
and swa (monkey). Female dancers perform all of the dance roles with the exception of
the monkey role. A female dance teacher is respectfully referred to as Neak Kru; a male
dance teacher is referred to a Lok Kru.

Other performing arts forms mentioned in the paper include lakhon khol (the all-
male masked dance drama), folk dance (a genre of dances created in the 1950s and based
on the dances or traditions of various ethnic groups in Cambodia), bokatao (a Cambodian
form of martial arts), shek thom (giant shadow puppet theater), and yike (a form of Khmer
opera). While these art forms were not initially part of the dissertation project, they
became naturally entwined in my research. Many performers found versatility and
training in multiple genres to be an economic necessity. Folk dance is particularly

important because it is a part of nearly every tourism show (see Appendix C).

1 The Documentation Center of Cambodia was founded in 1995. The organization’s
objective is to archive and record material generated by the Khmer Rouge Regime.
The table developed in 1998 provides an imperfect standard for transliteration from
Khmer: http://www.d.dccam.org/Database/GIS_Database/Transliteration.pdf.
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Introduction
Setting the Stage
The preparation for a performance begins long before an audience arrives and the
curtain rises—similar to the planning, research, and analysis that occur while writing a
dissertation. This introduction articulates the process through which the material
presented here was developed, lays out the main research objectives, and outlines the
project’s theoretical framework using the artistic events of a particular day in Phnom
Penh to document their importance in the development of classical Cambodian dance. It
begins with a description of that day in Cambodia, and its relevance to the effects that
heritage policy, tourism, national ideology, international support, and bodily labor have
on the development of the dance form and the dancers’ experiences—the main focus of
this work. The subsequent sections explain the path that led me to conduct research in
Cambodia and articulate the methodological strategies used in the research. Next, the
introduction provides an outline of the regional and anthropological literature that
influenced my theoretical framework, followed by an overview of the chapters ahead.
Finally, it details the contributions that this project makes to anthropological theory and
scholarly discourse on Cambodia and Southeast Asia.
The expected afternoon stillness at Cambodia’s National Museum in Phnom
Penh never materialized. The subdued glow of the sconces on the red colonial fagade
revealed the bustling preparations of performers. A portable stage was constructed in
front of the museum doors. At the back of the stage, a panel of black cloth stretched

along the outer edge of the museum terrace transforming the patio into a surprisingly



spacious “backstage” area necessary for the dancers’ quick costume changes. It was
December 1, 2011, the first “4 Children of Bassac Performance at the National Museum
of Cambodia” for the 2011-2012 dry season.” Mainly geared towards tourists, the
Children of Bassac weekly performance was the most expensive in Phnom Penh with an
US$18 ticket price. As such, international guests and a smattering of elite Cambodians
(often acquaintances of the troupe founder) were given first-class treatment while friends
of the performers were invited to fill unsold seats and overflow onto plaza benches near
the side of the stage.

December 1 was particularly packed. I spent the earlier part of the day at the
Khmer Art Theater in Takhamao viewing dance demonstrations that were part of a
Goethe Institute cultural exchange: Tanzconnexion (see Figure 1). This was the second
meeting of the three-part program designed to inspire new choreography in Southeast
Asia. Classically trained choreographers from Thailand (Pichet Klunchon), Indonesia
(Eko Supriyanto) and Cambodia (Sophiline Cheam Shapiro), artists from their
companies, and a few other guests came together with the support of the Goethe Institute
Asia Pacific region to explore the creation of contemporary dance rooted in Southeast
Asian tradition. From there, I traveled directly to the National Museum for the Children
of Bassac performance. I negotiated my way up the stairs and behind the curtain to find a
state of organized chaos (see Figure 2).

I greeted one of the folk dance teachers, Neak Kru Thyda and the regional
program coordinator Song Seng—both busy preparing for the event. Thyda was on the

phone getting a colleague to buy bananas for the ceremonial offering. Apparently there



was an oversight, and they were never purchased! Seng was talking to a young man that I
hadn’t seen before and asked if I would help him.’ He was a reporter for a small journal
and needed information about the performers and performance before the show. I walked
with him backstage answering questions about the costumes, the offerings, and the
training process. I also translated into English the artists’ responses to his questions about
why they danced and what the dance meant.

A sudden flurry of excitement drew our attention to an event on the other side of
the museum. Dancers and musicians already prepared for opening night were whispering
to each other inclining their heads towards the fence dividing the patio where attendees at
the neighboring event focused their attention on a speaker at the podium. The artists on
our side of the fence were focused elsewhere: on a petite woman with dark, straight,
shoulder-length brown hair. She glanced momentarily at the performers, and they brought
their palms together, their fingertips just above the bridge of their noses and bent their
knees as much as possible. In response the journalist’s query, I responded that this
woman was HRH Princess Buppha Devi, the current Artistic Director and Patron of the
Royal Ballet of Cambodia and former Minister of Culture and Fine Arts, who had been a
star performer of the Royal Ballet of Cambodia in the mid-1960s. He asked, “So this
performance must be a pretty big deal then?” I replied that I was fairly certain she was
there for a separate event and explained that the dancers in the Children of Bassac
performance were familiar with her because of her role in the dance world and because
many of the performers in the Children of Bassac Troupe also attended government-run

training programs.* After the Children of Bassac performance my suspicions were
g prog p y susp



confirmed. The princess had long since departed, but the event on the other side of the
patio was still going on. A guest recognized me and waved me over unconcerned that I
didn’t have an official invitation. She explained that the event was an opening reception
for an exhibit of photographs developed from a set of negatives of classical dancers taken
in the 1920s by George Groslier that had been stored indefinitely in the national archives.
The Princess had been there to officially open the exhibit.’

Earlier, standing backstage with the journalist, my attention was refocused on the
performance about to take place when one of the dancers ran up and cautioned us, “If you
are watching the performance, you had better take your seats!” We both hurried down the
stairs just in time to see the dancers do the same and sneak surreptitiously behind the
audience in the dark. Hidden behind the large potted bushes that form part of the
picturesque landscaping of the museum, most of the performers gathered in a semi-circle
huddled together holding small bowls containing a candle in each hand and preparing to
present a theatrical Samphea Kru ceremony (see Figure 3).° In this staged version, the
leader lit each candle out of sight of the majority of the audience. He then led the dancers
down the central aisle and onto the stage. The dancers arranged themselves in diagonal
lines radiating outwards from the shrine so that the audience would have a better view.
They sat with their weight on one hip and knees bent at sharp angles so that the soles of
their feet pointed behind them, and began to chant a prayer to the ancestor spirits of the
dance. One performer played the role of a layman who chanted Buddhist prayers and
sprinkled blessed jasmine water on performers and audience members with a flick of the

wrist (see Figure 4). As the brief ceremony came to a close, the dancers rose and



approached the shrine each taking one item off the shrine table and exiting the stage.
When the last of the artists picked up the table and left, the stage was finally set for the
first piece: Apsara Dance, a dance that has become symbolic of the classical dance genre
as a whole.

Just as the 30 or so artists, teachers, and volunteers set the stage for the opening
night performance in the courtyard of one of Phnom Penh's landmarks, in the pages that
follow, the events of that day can be seen as setting the stage for this dissertation project.
While giving voice to groups of Cambodian dancers rarely heard from (those on the
outskirts of the Royal Ballet and the Ministry of Culture and Fine Arts community), it
peels away layers of phenomena from the global to the local that have a bearing on
Cambodian dance development.” It sorts out the deeply woven connections between
global heritage, tourism, NGOs, nationhood and the artist in Cambodia's dance world.

Early on, the goal of this project was to explore how globalization, in particular
tourism, continued the revitalization of classical Cambodian dance after decades of war
in the country. This recovery project was particularly significant in the wake of the
cultural devastation of the Khmer Rouge Regime (Democratic Kampuchea 1975-1979)
where an estimated 90% of Cambodia's artists died from a combination of malnutrition,
disease and execution. Toni Shapiro's 1994 dissertation Dance and the Spirit of
Cambodia documents the beginnings of the process of revitalization, the reemergence of
classical dance after the war in refugee camps and various provinces in the immediate
aftermath and the reconstruction process that occurred in Phnom Penh under the wary

supervision of officials in the People’s Republic of Kampuchea. Shapiro’s dissertation



includes vivid descriptions of international touring and briefly mentions the growing
financial enticements of cultural tourism, but the focus is on the how classical dance
creates a sense of order and rootedness for a people that so recently had been uprooted. I
build on Toni Shapiro’s work exploring the revitalization efforts moving into the new
millennium, but almost 20-years later, the dynamics of dance development had
dramatically changed.

Perhaps most importantly, many of the young artists that I worked with in the
country had no personal memories of the civil war—some were born in the post war
period. For them, dance practice wasn’t about recovery from war, it was about finding a
sense of cultural identity and a struggle to find a solution to economic difficulties in the
midst of external pressures. As demonstrated by the events of December 1, by 2011 the
tourism industry and arts development NGOs had exploded and interconnections between
international, national, and local agencies involved in dance production were a complex
tangle that the artist had to negotiate to survive in Cambodia’s steadily recovering
economy. While recovery from war was still an element of the larger dance development
narrative, the younger dancers did not always identify with this cause. Thus rather than
looking at dance as a framework for cultural survival the dissertation project documents
how the dancers engaged with international and national processes.

My work explores how international, national, and local levels of social
experience affect the embodied understandings of Cambodia's classical dancers and
teachers as they struggle with the ways in which their art form, and in some regards their

bodies, have become tourist commodities. It sheds light on the possible impacts that



heritage, tourism, and cultural programs have on Cambodian dancing bodies, providing
insight into how heritage and tourism policies become embedded at the local level.

The exhibit opening demonstrated the historical depth of the classical dance form,
including the legacy of royal patronage for Cambodian classical dance, and outside
interest in it that culminated in international efforts of intangible heritage preservation in
the post-war period. The role of NGOs in the development of the dance was more
pronounced in the cross-cultural Goethe Institute exchange that took place earlier in the
day exploring the boundaries of artistic exploration in the genre. The Children of Bassac
performance demonstrated the role of both NGOs and tourism in the economic side of
dance development, highlighting the bodily economy of the dancers and the negotiation
between commercial development and ritual maintenance. Seeing the tourism
performance and the exhibit opening side by side highlights the contradictions inherent in
discourses of heritage development and preservation. These cases point to the major
themes of the dissertation: 1) the process through which classical dance has become
increasingly commoditized from its ritual and courtly origins. 2) The corporeal economy
of the dancers as they labor to survive. 3) The importance of international discourses of
intangible heritage on dance production and the lived experience of the dancers. 4) The
interconnections between the state and the internationally funded NGOs. 5) The meaning-
making potential of the tourism experience for both dancer and tourist. While used here
to articulate the complexities of classical dance development, these themes provide a
framework for the analysis of cultural development more broadly. The tensions between

ideological discourses of cultural preservation and development that result in the



potential commoditization of culture traditions are echoed in many regions. The model
proposed in this dissertation could be useful for understanding dance and heritage
development elsewhere—particularly in regions with similar traumatic pasts.
The Road to Cambodia

My interest in dance, movement and tourism go back to my adolescent years in
New York City. By the age of 12, I was dancing seriously at the Joffrey Ballet School,
and I had already developed a fascination with how the body moved, and how it had the
potential to transfer cultural knowledge (if imperfectly).® I also was intrigued with
tourism. Growing up in New York City, with its museums, shopping, landmark buildings,
and double-decker buses careening down busy streets, tourists were everywhere—as
were "real" New Yorkers muttering under their breath at visitors creating bottlenecks for
pedestrian traffic. I also had the privilege of traveling within the United States and on
occasional and much-anticipated international trips. When and where possible on these
family trips, I attended and experienced performances of various types: a play in London,
a ballet in Paris, a luau in Hawaii, a folk dance show in Greece.

As much as there is enjoyment in the experience of travel and the sensation of
being somewhere new, | was aware that to some extent tourists are looking at a veneer, a
polish coated over the reality of life in their destination. I also was cognizant of the
importance of the performing arts for the display of identity and for increasing cross-
cultural understandings. Foreign and domestic visitors imagined tourist destinations
through iconic performance events. In New York City this was Broadway, in Italy it was

opera, in London it was drama, and in Hawai’i it was the ukulele, coconut bras, and



longhaired women with sinuously moving hips at luaus. In the touristic imaginary of the
world, dance and the other arts were symbols of the destination that permeated cultural
boundaries.

While pursuing an undergraduate degree with a double major in dance and
evolutionary anthropology at Rutgers University, I started to seriously contemplate these
visceral sensory experiences. It was in a required class called “Seeing Dance” that I first
experienced Cambodian Dance practices. The course professor, Jeff Friedman, invited
several artists to give lecture demonstrations during the semester. One of the guest artists
was a Cambodian dancer who specialized in the monkey role. After demonstrating
movements from the dance genre and giving us a mini lesson, we all sat in on the floor of
the studio to listen to his experiences. I was drawn in by his story of leaving Cambodia
and the terror and loss he felt at the destruction of his culture.

I went to graduate school certain that I wanted to study dance and tourism, but
unsure about a particular location. One evening during my first year of graduate school I
was chatting with a fellow graduate student about my interests and my regional focus
dilemma when the memory of the Seeing Dance demonstration about Cambodia re-
emerged. Follow-up archival research deepened my interest and assured me that tourism
and other global forces did indeed play a role in the revitalization of Cambodian classical
dance practices. But without having visited the region, I was hesitant to commit. In the
summer of 2008 I combined a preliminary research visit to the field with a presentation at
a conference in Malaysia. Christina Schwenkel gave me the contact information for

Philippe Peycam (then the director of the Center For Khmer Studies), and Philippe



Peycam introduced me to Suppya Nut, who was working on an oral history project about
classical dance. I also thumbed through guidebooks (see Chapter One) and attended all
the performances I could. Before I left I had even secured a private lesson with a family
of dancers working in the tourism industry, an exchange where I gave them a
contemporary dance lesson in return. ’

More pieces fell into place at the conference in Malaysia. Toni Shapiro had
organized a panel at the symposium devoted to Cambodian dance that included
presentations from Sophiline Cheam Shapiro and one of her teachers, Penh Yom. As a
result I was able to spend time talking to prominent classical dancers from whom I
received positive feedback about my preliminary research ideas. Within the month I
found myself deeply tied to the study of Cambodian Dance and the region of Southeast
Asia.

Methods: To Dance, To Watch, To Talk

One of the methodological challenges of my research was deciding how to
determine the effects of large-scale phenomenon on dance development and the lives of
practitioners. First, [ had to figure out if the phenomena (e.g. tourism and national
policies) had an effect on the practitioners. If I found that it did, I had to figure out how it
was expressed to get at the heart of what the effects might be. The difficulty was finding
methodological strategies that would give me insight into two domains that seem miles
apart—Ilarger structures of cultural development and the embodied experiences of

performers—and find the connections between them (cf. Marcus 1998, 119).
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I decided to adapt traditional methodological approaches including participant
observation and intensive interviewing in a less traditional field setting (Lofland et al.
2006, 17). Working in the capital city, Phnom Penh, and in Cambodia’s main tourist hub,
Siem Reap, the traditional approach to fieldwork was not possible.'® The “cultural object
of study” could not be “fully accessible within one site” (Marcus 1998, 117). Within each
larger research zone, the project also was multi-sited since Cambodian dance
development could not be isolated to just one training and performance location within
these larger regions.''

In the early weeks at each research location I designed a preliminary schedule to
highlight the “heterogeneity” of Cambodia’s classical dance world using a purposeful
sampling selection to adequately capture the diversity of dance training and performance
activities. [ also wanted to be sure to include well-known dance troupes, less-known
groups, established practitioners, and younger dancers at the beginning of their careers
(cf. Maxwell 2005, 87-91). To locate sites I used guidebooks, online resources and word
of mouth. In some cases luck was also a factor.'? In the end I conducted frequent'
participant observation at 15 different performance and training locations, conducted 115
interviews with artists, teachers, administrators and officials, and conducted 32 brief
interviews with groups of tourists at performance venues.'* Using this purposeful
sampling selection allowed me to assemble a nuanced understanding of the complexity of
classical dance activities in Phnom Penh and Siem Reap."

George Marcus (1998, 120-123) points to ethical challenges of this type of multi-

sited research. Moving between “different kinds of affiliations within a configuration of
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different sites” leads to issues “of use and being used, of ingratiation, and of trading
information about others elsewhere.” Working with many different organizations and
artists, it was vital to focus discussions within particular sites to protect study
participants. Marcus also discusses the tendency of the anthropologist working in these
conditions to move beyond the “distanced role of the ethnographer” and engage in
activism in the field. He argues that the consequences of avoiding this may overpower the
difficult ethical questions that come with it. While I do not think that this tendency
towards anthropological activism is directly linked to multi-sited research, I certainly
experienced the need to become actively involved in the field. These activities included
giving advice at organizational meetings, teaching contemporary dance, helping with
choreography, and helping with translation at tourism events. In each of these cases I was
able to gain deeper insight into the events and activities at the field sites through directly
participating.'®

A significant portion of my research is based on the analysis of interviews. I
conducted semi-structured and unstructured interviews with those involved in dance
production and structured interviews with tourists in Siem Reap.'” Tourists were all asked
the same five questions and answers were documented on site. This approach allowed me
to keep the interview time short and rendered responses easily comparable. When tourists
had more time to talk then we moved on to open ended questions. Because I generally
had more time with interview participants involved in dance production, interview
questions were tailored to the participant. This was necessary since respondents were

coming from different professions. These participants included dancers, arts
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administrators, and government officials who were confident in their role as interviewee,
as well as performers who were not accustomed to the interview process. There were
difficulties in both of these cases. In the first, participants often did not expect the sort of
unstructured, open-ended interview that I was conducting.'® In the second, some potential
participants struggled to find their voices while others were quite excited about
participating and having their voices heard. One participant even wrote down the answers
to questions when she arrived at the scheduled interview with laryngitis rather than
rescheduling (cf. Tuchman-Rosta 2014).

In addition to interviewing and participant observation, personal participation in
movement practice was integral to a deeper understanding of how larger processes were
embedded in the dancers’ lives. Like Shapiro (1994, 14), I practiced dance when given
the opportunity.'” This included steady training in the first months of research with the
Children of Bassac troupe without the expectation of proficiency—something quite
unlikely given my age—as well as differing levels of participation in dance practice at
two locations in Phnom Penh and two in Siem Reap. Practice in a variety of settings
allowed comparisons of dancer experiences in locations with a variety of goals. Beyond
the standard activities of participant observation such as participating in ritual
preparation, helping with costumes, and performance set up (all where appropriate),
training gave me insight into how the dancers and teachers experience the classical dance
form.

In addition to the methods described above, I also borrowed some techniques

from visual anthropology. Photo documentation has historically been an important aspect

13



of ethnography including in the work of Gregory Bateson and Margaret Mead.
Photography and video have also been key elements of my methodology.”’ Well over
25,000 photos and video clips taken in the field have been nearly as integral to the
analysis project as field notes, allowing me to return, if briefly and imperfectly, to the
field.*' This documentation includes performances and training, administrative and
organizational meetings, speeches, lecture demonstrations, birthday parties, weddings,
and home-cooked meals.** These photos were used as more than just a recall tool. Using
techniques described by of Elizabeth Bird (2007, 136-137) and Sarah Pink (2007, 82-86),
I also showed photographs to study participants to elicit their responses. This was done
when the opportunity presented itself and responses were documented with the rest of the
field notes. Expanding on this idea, I invited dancers from different troupes to view each
other’s performances (particularly at tourism shows) to elicit their thoughts on the
presentation of both classical and folk dance to audiences. Due to the performers’ busy
schedules this was rarely possible, but when it did occur it illuminated the artists’ views
on tourism, arts preservation, and dance development.

While I did not use all of my methodological strategies on December 1, the events
of that day highlight the methodological strategies and challenges described above.
Thursdays were always scheduled for visits to the Khmer Arts Theater outside of Phnom
Penh, but the workshop that week shifted my general research plans for the week,
requiring my presence at the site for four consecutive days. Even so, I knew I could not
miss the opening night performance of the Children of Bassac for the 2011-2012 season

so I rushed straight to the National Museum as the workshop participants prepared for a
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dinner that I couldn’t attend. In each of these locations I ended up participating more
actively than I had initially expected. At the workshop, I was involved in discussions
about the development of contemporary dance in Southeast Asia.”> At the Children of
Bassac performance I guided and interpreted for a journalist backstage. Each of these
experiences gave me a deeper understanding about the power that outside influences have
on the artists’ lives. At the National Museum I happened upon the Opening Reception of
the Groslier photos attended by HRH Princess Norodom Buppha Devi. Because of this
unexpected event I ended up at three different field sites in just one day. This unexpected
turn of events highlighted how vital flexibility was in my ethnographic endeavors. I
couldn’t be in more than one place at a time, but I elected to spread my attention as
widely as possible in order to build a nuanced picture of dance development. I worked to
find a balance that allowed me to become embedded at the places I considered to be main
field sites in a way that allowed for sustained and detailed documentation.
Broader Connections: Literature and Theory

The focus of my current research project—on the interconnections between global
heritage, tourism, and the lives of dance practitioners in Cambodia—was inspired by a
gap that I noticed while gathering background resources on the current state of dance
development in Cambodia. There was little scholarship on Cambodian performing arts,
plentiful scholarly material focusing on Angkor (both archeological and sociological),** a
multitude of work exploring the Khmer Rouge Era,*> and some work about cultural
rehabilitation and the current Cambodian political situation.”® What research did exist on

the arts was mainly focused on historical evolution (often with connections to Angkor),27
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government-based reconstruction efforts in refugee camps and in the capital city of
Phnom Penh, and the use of traditional arts in diasporic communities.*® No one had
considered the significance of the dancers supplying the tourism industry in Phnom Penh
and Siem Reap in any detail—a phenomenon just as connected to local and global
constructions of heritage and economic recovery. This project aims to build on the
current literature on Cambodia, and particularly Cambodian traditional arts to expand
scholarly understanding of the development of the practice beyond the traditional focus
on history, ritual, and recovery (see Chapterl).

While I use theoretical frameworks coming out of the anthropology of tourism,
globalization, heritage, and development in the majority of this dissertation, my work can
be nonetheless be contextualized within the anthropology of performance and dance. As
detailed by Gertrude Kurath (1960), Adrienne Kaeppler (1978) and Judith Lynn Hanna
(1987), while anthropologists from the very start of the field have observed dance
practice the detailed analysis of dance from an anthropological perspective has often been
relegated to the outskirts of the discipline. >’ Hanna (1987, 11) delineates two phases in
the anthropology of dance—a gentle progressive interest in the topic beginning in late
19™ century and a period of more rapid growth that began in the 1960s.%° This growth is
evidenced by the creation of a Dance Anthropology master’s degree at the University of
Roehampton, U.K. Still, the number of anthropologists focusing on dance is relatively
small. This dissertation adds to this body of literature of dance in anthropology, in

particular the small subset of work on tourism and dance.’’
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Anthropology of dance and anthropology of tourism share somewhat similar
origins. Ness (1992, 238-239) highlights how anthropology’s lack of focus on dance
practice stems at least in part from “deeply rooted negative attitudes towards bodily
experiences in general.” Along a similar vein, the anthropology of tourism had a slow
start in the discipline because of negative attitudes towards the practice of tourism, an
activity that made many anthropologists uncomfortable because they could see their own
behaviors mirrored in tourist activities (cf. Salazar 2017).>* The nature of tourism
involves the invention of “imaginaries” designed for tourist consumption, the idea of
“touring,” and the creation of “stages” on which cultural traditions are acted out (Salazar
and Graburn 2014, Bruner 2005 and MacCannell 1973). Hence there is little surprise that
tourism theory has been deeply linked with performance theory, a trend that I have found
very useful in my analysis of the development of classical Cambodian dance (cf.
Coleman and Crang 2008). I use discussions of expectation (Skinner and
Theodossopoulos 2011) and experience (Turner and Bruner 1986) to explore how
encounters between tourists and tourism producers in the borderzone (Bruner 2005)
create the space for creativity and cultural exploration (see Chapter Five).

This analysis would not be possible without first understanding why classical
dance is such a vital aspect of the tourism experience. To address this, I turned to work
on international discourses regarding cultural heritage and intangible heritage. The work
of Tim Winter (2007a) and Michael Di Giovine (2008) was used to unpack heritage
development in the Cambodian context. Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett’s (2004) and

Marilena Altivizatou’s (2012) work were integral to my discussion of the paradoxes
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inherent in the classification of the classical dance practice as a representative of the oral
and intangible heritage of humanity and how it then became a symbol of the world rather
than solely a symbol of Cambodian culture (see Chapter Three).

This designation leads to intense national pride in the country and intense
international interest in the dance form simultaneously. The international recognition
enhances national ideology developed around the dance form (cf. Hobsbawm 1983,
Hutchinson 1994 and Anderson 2006). At the same time, the “international interveners,”
parties interested in development from outside the nation, see potential for cultural
recovery in the dance practice (cf. Hughes 2009, 1). I propose a web model to understand
the complex interconnections between the various stakeholders involved in Cambodia’s
dance world including UNESCO, international non-governmental organizations,
government divisions, local administrators, and private venues. I draw attention to the
“intersections” woven between NGOs, governments and communities in a “fluid web of
relationships” called for by Fisher (1997, 450). While Fisher’s web metaphor is useful for
modeling the network of stakeholders involved in dance production, the fluidity he
implies was missing in the Cambodia case. I mediate this problem by emphasizing the
disruptions caused by misunderstandings, resource limitations, and competing desires
creating a sticky rather than a fluid web. This is not the same metaphorical stickiness
alluded to by Tsing (2005, 1-6), rather it is a cessation of movement, an intermittent
period of time when practitioners become trapped, unable to navigate between possible
sources of support. The web-based model also emphasizes the empty spaces that disrupt

the flow of funds, ideas, and information and skip over entire regions (Ferguson 2006).
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This model provides a framework for understanding the network of support available to
classical dance practitioners (See Chapter Four).

The constant balancing required for dancers to navigate the tightrope-like threads
of the web of dance preservation/development/production takes a toll on the body of the
practitioner. The dancers labor in performance, they labor in practice, and they labor to
navigate their contacts in order to make a viable living (or when they are younger to
contribute to the family income). Following Loic Wacquant (2004, 6), I incorporate
economic theoretical frameworks into my analysis of bodily practices to expand his
concept of the corporeal economy. While Wacquant does not offer a precise definition of
corporeal economy, he uses the term to describe the labor that goes into developing
proficiency behind the scenes (in his case in boxing) that must be considered to
understand the fully produced spectacle. Here I trace the unfortunate and unrealistic
division of body and mind that pervades much economic discourse (cf. Foucault 1980)
stemming in part from discomfort about treating the human body as a commodity
(Appadurai 1986 and Kopytoff 1986). I expand on Priya Srinivasan’s (2012) discussion
of the dancer as both producer and product, arguing that particularly in the case of
movement practice, the producer/product dichotomy does not hold in the context of
performance and that economic theory alone doesn't account for the labor that dancers
put into their work without direct monetary compensation (see Chapter Two).

Because the primary benefit of dance practice is not always financial, it is
necessary to incorporate Pierre Bourdieu’s ([1977] 2013) theory of practice to explore the

different forms of capital that the dancers are able to accumulate through their training
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and performance. These include symbolic capital, cultural capital, social capital and
economic capital. The dancers acquire a level of prestige because of their specialized
knowledge of the classical dance form, particularly dancers trained at the Secondary
School of Fine Arts in Phnom Penh, which requires years of training. Additionally, they
are able to increase their social networks both within and outside of Cambodia through
their work as performers (see Chapter Two). While the dancers do make money for
performances, the other forms of capital also factor into the dancers’ decisions to begin
and continue practicing the dance form.

While the breadth and variety of the literature that frames this dissertation is
considerable, ** a detailed analysis of movement praxis and gender are not foregrounded
in this work. An in-depth analysis of the movement praxis of classical dance could be the
subject of an entire dissertation, and it was the topic of the dissertation thesis of Lucie
Labbé (2016) who conducted research in Phnom Penh on the social, aesthetic and
technical aspects of classical dance training. For the purposes of this dissertation, I
decided to focus on the social and economic aspects of dance, including detailed
movement analysis only when it was demonstrative of how large-scale processes were
experienced on the ground.

Women traditionally perform nearly all the roles in classical dance (with the
exception of monkeys, a few other animals, and hermits).”* As such, an in-depth
gendered analysis of classical dance that explores expectations of womanhood and
motherhood, women’s labor, and possible implications of gender transgression could also

be the subject of more detailed analysis.” In the dissertation, I decided to focus on other
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issues relating to labor, development, governance, and heritage because at the time of
research, gender issues were not a major concern of most participants. Where they were
of import to the artists, they were integrated into discussions of corporeal economy and
the touristic borderzone (Chapters Two and Five).

Discussion of ethnicity and race may also seem to be absent from this framework,
yet this appearance is somewhat deceptive. Cambodia is a very homogenous country. The
indigenous Khmer ethnic group makes up approximately 90 percent of the population
(Duncan 2004, 241). Khmer also is the national language, and while the word for the
country of Cambodia in Khmer is Kampuchea, most people living in the country
colloquially refer to it as Srok Khmer or “the land of the Khmer.” The use of the classical
dance form, which is so strongly associated with elite Khmer culture, as a national
symbol of Cambodian identity has implications for the other ethnic groups in the country,
an issue that could be researched further. Indeed, throughout the dissertation, I refer to
classical dance as integral to both Cambodian and Khmer identity. These statements are
both accurate and in Cambodia they are often conflated. However, since this dissertation
is practitioner-centered and practitioners are almost always Khmer, issues of identity
politics are not the focus here. Khmer people also tend to view race and ethnicity as
equivalent. They might refer for example, to the “Vietnamese race” and say that race and
ethnicity are both malleable (Duncan 2004, 241-242).>° While race is closely tied with
social identity in Cambodia, skin color and other physical characteristics are used as
distinguishing factors. Often this is tied with class and labor issues since dark skin is tied

to work in the rice fields. On occasion a dance teacher I worked with would lament the
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dark skin of underprivileged students and discuss the ideal classical dancer body type as
light skinned with round eyes and a pointed nose (see Chapter Three). They did not
categorize these physical characteristics as racial, their students were all Khmer and not
considered racially different. When these issues are discussed, rather than analyzing them
through anthropological discourse on race, the issues are folded into the framework of the
corporeal economy.

The corporeal economy essentially brings together seemingly divergent ideas to
create a hybridized theoretical model that explores the interconnections between classical
Cambodian dance development activities, national and international discourse, policies,
and investment in Cambodia’s cultural traditions by isolating how these dynamics are
embedded in the environments and experiences of local practitioners. As detailed above,
the model incorporates discourses drawn from globalization, tourism, heritage,
economics, nationhood and ideology, and the body to draw these connections. Each is an
important lens through which to view the events observed in the field. Taking the events
of December 1 as an example, both the workshop at Khmer Arts Theater and the photo
exhibit at the museum highlight the paradoxes of intangible heritage discourses. Being
inscribed as a representative of the intangible heritage of humanity is designed to allow
the development of these cultural representatives, but the events of that day show the
challenges involved. The photo exhibit demonstrates the pervasiveness of national
ideologies about preserving the dance genre as it was in the past, and workshop
discussions about experimentation with traditional movement highlighted similar themes.

The performative discourses of tourism theory and the concept of corporeal economy also
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are vital for analyzing the Children of Bassac performance. While the tourism producers
created an experience for visitors that highlighted the complex ritual history of
Cambodian arts, frequent appeals for donations during the performance went against
tourist expectations at the event. The appeals for funds reveal an aspect of the economic
nature of the tourist experience generally kept hidden and point to the labor of the
dancing body. These monetary appeals also emphasize the role of international
stakeholders without whom none of the events of that day would have been possible.
Chapter Overview

To lay the groundwork for the rest of the dissertation, Chapter One focuses on
how classical dance transformed from a ritual practice in Angkor to a global symbol of
national identity as it increasingly became commodified into a packaged secular cultural
tradition. I argue that this history of commoditization and subsequent secularization is
longer than might be expected if evidence of the economic valuation of dance
performance even in the Angkorean period is considered. The process through which the
dance form was increasingly commoditized, secularized, and promoted internationally is
integral to understanding the larger processes examined in later chapters.

The following four chapters guide the reader through major processes that were
affecting the development of classical dance and trickling down to the lives and bodies of
practitioners. Chapter Two examines the physical and mental work that the dancers
engage in and the valuation of their movement efforts. Expanding on the work of Priya
Srinivasan (2012) and Loic Wacquant (2004), it proposes that in order to fully understand

dance production it is necessary to consider the body as both producer and a product and
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consider the corporeal economy of movement activities. This is accomplished by
analyzing the laboring work of the dancers. The chapter documents how dancers in
Cambodia make strategic decisions about their bodily labor and the commoditization of
their own bodies based on their individual goals, their desire to promote larger cultural
ideologies, and the possible benefits they receive (financial and otherwise) through their
bodily practice.

Chapter Three explores the discourses and policies of intangible cultural heritage
by examining the ways that the international directives from the United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) are interpreted at the
national and local level and how this affects the production of Cambodian dance on the
ground. The chapter uses interviews with UNESCO representatives, officials from the
Ministry of Culture and Fine Arts, arts administrators and dancers as well as observations
from the field to analyze the multiple impacts of UNESCO’s recognition of classical
dance as a Representative of the Oral and Intangible Heritage of Humanity.

Chapter Four proposes the web-based model for understanding the relationships
between the various stakeholders: government officials, international agents, arts
administrators, teachers, and performers. This model consists of a series of nodes (the
Ministry of Culture and Fine Arts, various NGOs, dance troupes and companies and
tourism venues, schools) that support artist training, development, and performance
activities. Fragile threads between these nodes weave a net that dancers navigate to
support their livelihoods and artistic goals. The threads create an unstable reality for

practitioners in the classical dance world even though government discourse provides
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verbal support for classical dance endeavors. The chapter focuses on the connections
between national and local government entities and NGOs to illuminate these issues.

Finally, the dissertation turns to the relationships between tourists and tourism
performers. Chapter Five takes a step away from the ideological discourses and the
production of the dance form as it explores how “borderzones,”—fluid boundaries
between the tourists and tourism providers, performers included—create spaces in which
experience, expectation and performance are negotiated. I expand Edward Bruner’s
(2005) concept of the borderzone to take into account the variable expectations of
individuals in tourist locales—in this case Phnom Penh and Siem Reap—and examine
how these borderzones create imagined spaces of uncertainty, contradiction, and
emergent possibility.

In the conclusion, the dissertation demonstrates how the processes addressed
above, heritage and tourism development, nationalism and the support of NGOs, the
creation of touristic imaginaries in the borderzone, all factor into the corporeal economy
of Cambodian classical dance practitioners. It articulates how these processes are
intertwined in the Cambodian case, working in tandem to create the conditions under
which practitioners struggled, and often succeeded, to continue to dance and to maintain
the relevance of the art form. The conclusion also outlines how this amalgamated
framework may be applicable beyond this specific Cambodian case because the
development and preservation of elements of intangible cultural heritage—Ilike classical
dance—encourage a sense of national identity and appeal to foreign investment making

the production of traditional culture increasingly important across the globe. This
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dissertation brings the sweating and laboring of bodies back into discussions of these
global processes.
Conclusion

What began as a study of survival and recovery from war became a study of
development and struggle for a new generation of dancers who, through their bodily
labor, became the essence of their country and culture on the global stage. In the past few
decades, anthropological research has increasingly been drawn towards large-scale
phenomenon, the travel of ideas, finances, people, and goods (cf. Appadurai 1996). While
there has been research that shows how these processes affect local communities, these
studies often focus on one process at a time.”’ Rather than beginning with a particular
process, I began with the dance form and its practitioners and allowed their experiences
to guide me to the large-scale processes influencing their lived experiences through
training, teaching, production, performance and everyday practices. As a result, the
dissertation traces the connectivity of multiple layers of relationships and processes that
might at first glance seem unrelated. My research demonstrates that this model articulates
the intricate nuanced complexities and challenges of dance development without
obscuring the individuals with the most at stake in the process.

While the connections between heritage policy, national ideology, global capital,
tourism, and bodily labor are integral to understanding the complexities of classical
Cambodian dance development, my use of each process makes its own contribution to
anthropological thought. The paradoxes that I identify regarding intangible heritage

policy articulate how national and international politics can affect practitioners of a
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tradition as they become carriers of heritage—sometimes losing themselves to the
practice and the politics surrounding it rather than being free to explore it on their own.
The social web of production that I propose, which demonstrates how the dancers
navigate between a series of organizations and institutions to support continued dance
practice, has the potential to help explain several forms of development from heritage
development to environmental or technological development. The extension of Bruner’s
borderzone—the borderzone field—is applicable to other tourism situations and possibly
to many forms of social interaction. And finally, the concept of the corporeal economy,
doing away with body/mind dualism, takes into account the strategic choices that
individuals make regarding the labor and valuation of their bodies. In the case of classical
dance, this bodily labor is obvious, but the laboring body is evident in all parts of life,
including sitting at a computer for hours and writing, and it should be taken into account
more regularly.

In addition to the potential theoretical contributions, this dissertation will expand
the literature about Cambodia and Southeast Asia. It adds a new layer to work begun by
Paul Cravath (2007),”® Toni Shapiro (1994) and others, bringing intensive research on
classical dance beyond the immediate post-Khmer Rouge era. The work also brings
practitioners who have generally been overlooked into the discussion of classical dance—
particularly the practitioners in Siem Reap who perform daily and yet never have been
the subjects of research inquiry. Rather than exploring the dance form itself, its gestures

and choreographic meaning, its history, or training and performance practices, this
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dissertation delineates the larger forces involved in dance production without losing sight

of the individuals affected by the tension and struggle at the top.

* The name of the show was a mouthful and was changed in subsequent seasons to
Cambodia Living Arts Traditional Dance Show, which is more appropriate considering
that the dancers were between 17 and 22 years old in 2011.

3 I was occasionally asked to help with translations: interviews, announcements, and
documents, particularly in situations where staff members with strong English
capabilities were busy with other tasks (such as the event described here) or a
strong English speaker was not in attendance. In part, this was a case of
convenience; administrators and artists had a fluent English speaker with some
knowledge of the practice on hand and the ability to speak some Khmer. However,
while it wasn’t my intent, there is no doubt that my privileged background as a
white, well-educated American from an upper-middle class family affected my
reception in the field. While it was sometimes tempered by my age (29-30) and
gender, other aspects of my background increased my status in certain social
settings. In certain circumstances I found that my class background, my race, and my
nationality allowed me access into certain sites or were used strategically. In others
they (or my age or gender) restricted access. I found that my Jewish identity also
affected my status. While many Cambodians were not familiar with the religion,
there were study participants who were hesitant to work with an American, but
happy to work with a Jewish person. All told, my background elicited a complex mix
of responses that I am certain affected both my analysis and my data acquisition
regardless of my best intentions. For most of the artists and teachers, my main
defining characteristic was my background in dance and through this we were able
to find some commonality.

* A majority of the performers were current students at the Secondary School of Fine
Arts, a public school in Phnom Penh that feeds directly into the Royal Ballet of
Cambodia. One performer in the show also performed frequently with the Royal Ballet
Company on tour and in the country, another was earning a bachelor’s degree at the
Royal University of Fine Arts.

> George Groslier was the first French child to be born in Cambodia in 1887 and
dedicated much of his life to research in Cambodian history, culture and the arts. He was
the founder of the National Museum in Phnom Penh and later founded the Ecole des Arts
Cambodian, now the Royal University of Fine Arts (Davis 2007, 224-229). In the late
1920s, angst regarding the direction of royal dance prompted Groslier to document what
he considered to be the proper dance gestures of the tradition in a series of 900 photos of
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glass negatives—86 were developed for the exhibit (taken from exhibit material on a visit
February 1, 2012).

% A full Samphea Kru ceremony is a “salutation to the spirits” that is generally performed
annually. It is a way of gaining permission from the spirits to perform particular roles and
dances (Cravath 2007, 425-427). Now the ceremony has been abbreviated and is
sometimes conflated with what used to be called the Tway Kru. The theatrical version
performed by the Children of Bassac is similar to what would have been called a Tway
Kru in the past, which can be as simple as silent prayers before the bai sei and other
offerings, but can increase in complexity to a performance of the four main character
roles depending on the goals of the ceremony which range from dancers’ health and
musical rhythm to the security of the country.

7 The term development has a long and complex history both in anthropological
scholarship and in Cambodia (for example see Mosse 2013 and Hughes 2009). The
term also is not commonly used to discuss dance. That said, other scholars also refer
to the development of classical Cambodian dance (see for example Diamond 2013,
132).1 choose to use this term more than creation or experimentation because
practitioners generally used the term aphivordth “to develop” rather than bangkeut
“to create” or bradit “to be innovative.” In a personal communication with Frank
Smith (January 20, 2018), he suggested that the preference for using the term to
develop is likely that the term emphasizes a link to the past so it legitimizes any
changes that the dancers might make as they choreograph new work or use the
dance form in new ways.

% In the late 1990s, the Joffrey Ballet School's administration decided that ballet was a
universal language and encouraged international student exchanges. In the fall of 1997
approximately 20 Chinese teenagers came to study at the school, many of whom joined
my class. Sitting by the ballet barre and watching the teacher explain through movement
how the students had to shave their legs and use deodorant and observing her struggle to
correct new students, I realized that the idea that dance is a universal language that can
bridge cultures is similar to the illusion of tourism, a veneer that can be scraped off.

? This was accomplished without any Khmer language acquisition. I studied Khmer
language in the University of Wisconsin, Madison, Southeast Asian Summer Studies
Institute (SEASSI) program in the summers of 2009 and 2010 and with the help of a
private tutor in Phnom Penh.

' While the performing arts are of importance throughout Cambodia, access to classical
dance specifically (both training and performance) tends to be restricted to the regions of
Phnom Penh and Siem Reap, hence my decision to focus research in these two areas.
This is discussed further in Chapter One.
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11 . . .
I use the term research zone here instead of research “site” because research site
implies a more specific area of research.

'2 An example of this taken from my field notes is as follows. January 20, 2011: This
morning I rediscovered the ladypenh website which lists exhibits, events, and
performances in the city. It is the most comprehensive list of various activities available.
It is where I found out about tonight’s performance at the National Museum... After
lunch I went to the museum to buy a ticket... There were multiple posters hanging
describing the performance from “The Children of Bassac” supported by Cambodian
Living Arts, Amrita, the US embassy, and the Ministry of Culture. The young people
selling tickets turned out to be performers. I told them I was a researcher and what I was
interested in. One said, “Wait a minute, I recognize you. You were at Chayyam last
night...and you were writing things down.” (Chayyam was a restaurant that offered free
performances several days a week.) The performers introduced me to the assistant
manager of CLA who assured me it would not be a problem to go and observe rehearsals
on Sundays from 8-11 and 2-5. He also said it would be fine to interview dancers,
teachers, etc.

1 Fifteen field sites may sound like an unreasonable number, but I remind the reader that
these fifteen sites were spread over a period of 18 months in two different cities. It was
often possible to visit multiple field sites in one day since training generally occurred in
the morning and afternoon while performances were always in the evening. Additionally,
while I visited some of these field sites continuously, others were visited only
occasionally when, for example, dancers would invite me to a particular set of rehearsals
or performances.

'* The interviews with those involved in arts production and policy lasted between 20
minutes (for busy dancers in the tourism industry) to over four-hours (over multiple
meetings). They were unstructured, and most were digitally recorded. Interviews of
tourists were significantly shorter, structured, and responses were handwritten. One
exception to the tourist interviews was a digitally recorded interview with my parents
who traveled to Cambodia for two weeks in January-February of 2012. Per HRRB
protocols, interview participants included individuals 16-years and older. Participants
were given the choice to remain anonymous, and their choices were respected. All
interviews are listed in Appendix B. Pseudonyms are used for individuals under the age
of 16 at the time of research to protect their identities, and any information about them
comes from participant observation and informal conversations.

"> While all of these sites of dance production where integral to my analysis of the
processes acting on classical dance development, there was no way to include all of the
many research sites that framed the analysis in this dissertation. Field sites that are not
included were no less vital to my understanding of the dance and the problems faced by
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dancers today and will be the source of future analyses on the topic. A complete list of
field sites and their general characteristics can be found in Appendix A.

' During my time in the field my willingness to actively participate in these activities
was questioned by some research colleagues who felt that anthropologists should make
every effort not to interfere with the events under observation, a perspective that I
certainly understand. However, it was my experience that change was a major component
of the events I was observing and to assume that I could be there as the changes occurred
and not factor into them seemed unrealistic. I did not actively participate in these
activities unless study participants requested my involvement.

7 Wayne Fife’s (2005, 93-106) discussion of interview techniques and the benefits of
particular forms of interviewing were utilized in developing my interview strategy. I also
used Kathryn Anderson and Dana C. Jack’s (1991, 11-26) “Learning to Listen: Interview
Techniques and Analyses,” particularly in the development of open-ended questions for
practitioner interviews.

'8 One participant asked bluntly: “I don’t understand, why are you asking me these
questions, don’t you want to know about what I think about classical dance” when asked
about the individual’s background.

' Engaging in physical training has become an increasingly common tool for
ethnographers to develop a stronger connection with study participants and their
experiences through the body. Several scholars including Toni Shapiro (1994), Sally
Ness (1996), Loic Wacquant (2004), Greg Downey (2005), and Tomie Hahn (2007) have
employed this method.

2 Ness (2008) and Jacknis (1988) have documented the pioneering work of Bateson and
Mead in photographic and video analysis.

*! The videos were intended for analysis only; the quality of the videos is not high.

22 Per HRRB protocols, participants gave explicit permission for the taking of video and
photography unless the site was considered to be in the public domain.

23 Prior to the workshop Sophiline and [ had many conversations about balancing
traditional roots and movement exploration (beginning with our first meeting at the
ICTM study group symposium in Malaysia, Chapter Three). At the Tanzconnexion
workshop, she asked for my feedback on the choreography of the new piece Stained
and on issues of dance innovation along with the rest of the workshop participants.
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** These include Coedes (1963), BP Groslier (2006), Moore et al. (2007), Unaldi (2008),
Coe (2003), Higham (1989) and Freeman (1999) just to name a few. Discussions of
tourism and heritage in Cambodia also tend to focus on the country’s archaeological sites,
see Winter (2002, 2007a, 2007b, 2009), Wager (1995), and Chheang (2008 and 2011).

% See Chandler (1991, [1991] 1999), Hinton (2005, 2014), Shapiro-Phim (2002),
Shapiro-Phim (2008b), Cheam Shapiro (2008), Ebihara and Ledgerwood (2002), Kiernan
(2002, 2004), and Mertha (2014). Several journalists also have written about the period
notably Elizabeth Becker (1998) and Nic Dunlop (2005). Many memoirs have come out.
These include Children of Cambodia’s Killing Fields edited by Dith Pran and Kim
DePaul (1997) and the story of musician Daran Kravanh in Music Through the Dark: A
Tale of Survival in Cambodia by Bree Lafreniere (2000). Arn Chorn Pond’s story (see
Chapter Four) has also been made into a children’s book called 4 Song For Cambodia
(Lord and Arihara [2008] 2015) and a young adult book (McCormick 2012).

2% See for example Slocomb (2010), Ledgerwood (2002), Ledgerwood and Ebihara
(1994), Zucker (2006, 2013), Chau-Pech Ollier and Winter (2006), Hoefinger (2014).

%" See Cravath (1986, 2007), Heywood (2008), Meittinen (2008), and Sasagawa (2005).

*% See Shapiro (1994), Hamera (2011, 138-171), Lobban (1994, 48-56), Sam (1994, 39-
47, Turnbull (2006, 133-149), and Diamond (2003, 2014).

% Hanna (1987, 11) explains that Franz Boas, Margret Mead, Gregory Bateson, E.E.
Evans, Pritchard and others all discussed dance in their work. She also points to the work
of Ernst Grosse as a precursor to the anthropology of dance.

3% See for example Williams (2004), Royce (2004), and Spencer (1985). See also Ness
(1992, 236-238) for a summary of trends in the study of dance in Anthropology.

3! See for example Jane Desmond (1997) and (1999), and Héléne Nevue Kringelbach and
Jonathan Skinner’s edited volume Dancing Culture: Globalization, Tourism and Identity
in the Anthropology of Dance (2012).

32 Early work in the anthropology of tourism began in the 1970s with pioneers in
the field who include by Dean MacCanell ([1976] 1999), Valene Smith ([1977]
1989), Nelson Graburn (1984), and a bit later Edward Bruner whose Culture on
Tour: Ethnographies of Travel (2005) is mainly a compilation of articles written in
the early 1990s.

3 Cligget and Wilks (2007, 183-184) use the term “Frankenstein monster” to discuss the
mixing of economic theoretical models on a case-by-case basis, sometimes without
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thinking about whether these models in fact fit together in any coherent way. Regardless,
they argue that human nature is “more complex and variable than any...models can
account for.” I willingly admit that I am creating a hybrid model to assess the data
collected during my fieldwork, but not without considering the pitfalls of fitting them
together.

34 The tradition of women performing most roles began in the mid-1800s. For more
on this see Paul Cravath (2007, 113-114). During my research, many men could
train in any classical dance role, but few would perform any role expect for the
monkey. Occasionally a man would perform the giant role, dancers explained that
this was because a khlang “strong” giant was needed. A notable exception occurred
at Chayyam Restaurant (see Appendix A) where a man performed the male role. He
explained that there were only two performers working at the restaurant and a man
and woman were needed to perform the folk dances, so he also had to perform the
male role in classical dances that the restaurant owner requested. He liked
performing the classical dances even though some other performers were not
supportive.

35 Toni Shapiro-Phim (2008a, 2010) discusses how classical dancers, particularly
dancers of the female role, embody the ideal virtues of womanhood when they are
performing. She also discussed how these ideals are contested in their everyday
lives. Other scholars who explore gender dymanics, generally issues of womanhood
in Cambodia include Judy Ledgerwood (1994, 1995), Annuska Derks (2008), and
Trude Jacobsen (2008).

36 Other conceptions of race are integral to the experiences of some international
audiences in the classical dance performances that have become so important to the
dancers, particularly in Siem Reap. One tourist told me that she came to a show to
see something “exotic and oriental.” See the collection by Donald V. L. Macleod and
James G. Carrier (2010) for examples in other tourism settings.

*7 See for example, Sally Ness’s (2005) discussion of how major tourism development
projects affect local communities in the Philippines, Michael Foster and Lisa Gilman’s
(2015) anthology about the effects of UNESCO heritage policies on practitioners, Mary
Beth Mills’ (1999) work on the influence of the global economy on the Thai female labor
force, and Ferguson’s (2007) study of the impacts of global capital on governance in
Africa.

3% Cravath’s (2007) book is nearly an exact publication of his dissertation completed in
1985 based on material gathered just before the Khmer Rouge entered Phnom Penh in
1975.
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Chapter 1: From Ritual Practice to Secular Global Commodity

Dance has always been ritually associated with temple and monarch in

Cambodia and in the modern period it is considered to embody the essence of

Khmer culture. In few societies can it be said that dance is so greatly

respected as a rite of self-perpetuation (Cravath 2007, 13).

Arrival in Cambodia
My first trip to Cambodia was in 2008. I had not yet acquired Khmer language
skills or developed a research plan, but I had two main goals. The first goal was to assess
whether or not what I had heard and read about Cambodian classical dance reconstruction
and the proliferation of cultural tourism could be feasibly developed into a research
project. The second goal was to assess the interest of possible project participants. As
mentioned in the Introduction, the results were overwhelmingly encouraging. When I
arrived at my hotel, I found the Siem Reap Angkor Visitor’s Guide. I was excited that it
included a section on “Traditional Dance” outlining basic historical and descriptive
information regarding four dance genres: classical dance (robam boran), the all-male
dance drama (lakhon khol), shadow theater (sbek), and folk dance (robam propeiny). The
guide explained: “No visit to Cambodia is complete without attending at least one
traditional dance performance.” While visitors to Siem Reap might occasionally find a
performance at the Angkorean temples, it continued, the main location for performance
events was in restaurants and hotels (Cramer 2008, 52-53).”
I visited six of the 12 venues suggested by the guide, and I found that the local

community demonstrated interest in my project. Friendly strangers guided me to teachers,

40 . .
schools, and other venues.” Over three weeks, I was given a private lesson, a tour of a
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dance teacher’s home, and I was guided to the School of Art, Siem Reap. It was evident
that Paul Cravath (2007, 13) was correct. Classical dance represented the “essence” of
what it means to be Khmer—and as such it was an obligatory tourist experience.

Between 2008 and 2011, the discourse surrounding this narrative of obligation
evolved. In the 36" edition of the Siem Reap Angkor Visitor’s Guide (July 2011-October
2011), the opening of the “Traditional Dance” section read: “It has been a tradition since
the earliest days of tourism in the 19" century to treat visitors to Siem Reap with an
Apsara dance performance—a taste of living Khmer culture” followed by the former
initial statement that no visit was complete without attending a dance performance
(Cramer 2011, 59). Classical dance was now framed as a historical tourist attraction in
the context of colonialism creating an ideological link between Angkor (with bas-reliefs
of dancing goddesses), colonization, and Cambodia’s current cultural practices.

This chapter expands upon existing work on Cambodia and Cambodian dance to
engage with the question: How has classical dance evolved from a ritual practice with
courtly functions to a symbol of the nation by transforming into a secular cultural product
packaged for tourism and other economic endeavors? It explains how the phenomena
explored in the coming chapters (the economy, global heritage, tourism, NGOs, and the
state) affect arts producers and practitioners.

I argue that the process of secularization and commoditization has a deep history,
one that is too often glossed over. Some scholars have written about how robam boran
perpetuates the spirit of the land through its ritual significance and how the art form has

become a part of the nationalist narrative rooting Cambodian culture into the deep past
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through its connection with the Angkorean civilization from 802 to 1431 AD (cf. Cravath
2007; Heywood 2008). There has been a thorough examination of the process through
which classical dance has moved from a ritualistic practice connecting God-Kings to the
world of the divine to a dance practice intertwined with both ritual and diplomatic
function in later centuries (Shapiro 1994, 96). Other scholars explore the impact that
external influences have had on the ideology and function of the art form (Edwards 2007,
39; Sasagawa 2005, 419).

Researchers have mentioned the changing economic position of classical dance,
alluding to the burgeoning tourism industry beginning in the 1960s and to the
commercialization of dance practice in the 1990s (cf. Shapiro 1994, 411-420; Turnbull
2006, 143; Diamond 2012, 128). Others point to the commodification of classical dance
through its use as a diplomatic tool in the 21% century (Larasati 2013, 127-128). This
chapter will trace these economic and social changes through classical dance’s history. It
will show how the practice shifted from being the provenance of the elite to a secular
form in the later half of the 20" century. To accomplish this, I connect historical
interpretations with accounts of artists and teachers, particularly addressing the stories of
younger artists in Siem Reap and Phnom Penh. These narratives might not be silenced
(cf. Trouillot 1995, 26-27), but they certainly are unheard.

One narrative that has never been heard, about a private event at a small
Angkorean temple, provided inspiration for this chapter: Degraded blocks of moss-
covered sandstone created a treacherous path in the purplish-blue twilight haze.

Intricately carved devata, bas-reliefs of women dedicated to the gods, idly observed the
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commotion as preparation for the night’s event unfolded. Young dancers were dressing in
the small visitor pavilion. In the fading light, candles were produced, strategically placed
so that the costumer could stitch the dancers' silk sampot, and the teachers could tie the
intricate knots needed to keep headdresses in place. Other lights began appearing as the
skies darkened, and musicians and dancers turned on the flashlight apps on their cell
phones to finish putting on makeup and stitch on jewelry. As I produced my own phone
for light, I contemplated the history of the dance form. How did classical dance transform
from a ritual practice dedicated to the temple to the main attraction of US$5,000 activity
breathing life into the ruins of Wat Tanei—a private dinner for two guests of the
exclusive Amansara resort in Siem Reap?*'

With the highest price tag of any performance I witnessed in Cambodia, this
event, which took place towards the middle of the main research period, was the impetus
that led me to consider how classical dance became a multivalent cultural practice—part
ritual, part national symbol, part diplomatic tool, and part commodity—during its 1,000-
year-plus history. This chapter will describe archeological evidence of classical dance
and how it functioned in the Angkorean Era. It then will trace particular periods in Khmer
history—the cultural revival of the mid-1800s, the French Colonial Era, the independence
period, the civil war, and reconstruction after the war—to demonstrate how the dance
form transformed in response to historical contingencies. Finally, it will look at continued
developments in the 21 century from the perspectives of current stakeholders in

Cambodia’s artistic production.

37



Angkor as Commodity: A Performance at Wat Tanei

Classical dance in Cambodia is directly linked to the Angkorean temples, an
ideology that is supported in part through archaeological evidence and in part through
ideological discourse. At festivals, tourist shows, and other cultural events, the dance
form was used to promote the idea that Cambodia has a deep history. And while that
history was interrupted, a thread connects continued artistic practice from the present
back into the past glories of ancient empire. The performance at Wat Tanei for wealthy
Japanese tourists reaffirms the national ideology that emerged during the French colonial
era simultaneously connecting Khmer culture with Angkor and linking robam boran to
Cambodia's past. The events at Wat Tanei also speak to the democratization and
commercialization of classical dance. Likely, the performers at this event would never
have had access to dance training in the past. Similarly, the staff, anthropologist and even
the wealthy audience members would have been unlikely to have the opportunity to view
classical dance. The event involves connections between present day robam boran,
international support and commodification and shows how artists negotiate performing
for commercial purposes in a sacred ritual space.

I ended up at Wat Tanei on evening of January 13, 2012. That morning, I went to
the School of Art, Siem Reap for my regularly scheduled Friday visit. There was a
definite sense of excitement on the grassy lawn when I arrived at the dance school. Early
December through the end of February was the height of the tourism season, so I wasn’t
surprised to find a large group of Japanese guests visiting the dance school that day. As I

followed the tourists, I noticed that the school’s current social worker looked tense and
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distracted. I stayed behind to find out why she was upset and inquired about the costumes
I saw being prepared on the lawn. In hushed tones, she explained that she was very
worried. She was supposed to perform in a yike play called Tum Teav at the Amansara
hotel, but the assistant director of the school requested her help at a second performance
for Amansara that evening because of her English language skills.** She feared telling the
dance master that she couldn’t perform the leading role in the yike performance.

Intrigued, I went into the red-painted office/costume building to clarify the
situation. The assistant director, Vuthy, also looked slightly worried. He explained that
the dance master, Neak Kru Sokham had organized two performances for her dance
group for the same night. While it was a private dance group and not directly associated
with the School of Art, Siem Reap, she was a master teacher, students from the school
were performing, and the private group was borrowing the school’s costumes. It would
reflect poorly on them if something went wrong at either performance. When I asked
about the location of the performances, his face brightened. One was at a temple, Wat
Tanei and, he explained, it would be a very special event. He strongly urged me to seek
the dance master’s permission to attend. I located Neak Kru Sokham, who mulled over
my request for a few hours and then agreed.”

The performers departed from the school at 5 pm following Sor, Amansara’s
assistant manager in charge of cultural events. The youthful small-framed man with hair
cropped tightly about his round face wore a black shirt and slacks. He noticed me
standing with the dancers and after a brief explanation agreed to my presence at the

event. [ was placed in the cab of the truck, sandwiched between the driver and the
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costume maker and her daughter. As we were driving towards Wat Tanei, the truck driver
suddenly looked at me and asked if I had a ticket. It was the first time I took note of our
surroundings and realized that we were on the road that leads to Angkor National Park
and its guard station, just eight kilometers from the provincial center.

Wat Tanei is such a minor Angkorean construction, I had not yet heard of it.
Jayavarman VII constructed the temple in the late 12" century (Coedes 1963, 95). He
was responsible for the largest building campaign of the period. This included hundreds
of temples, hospitals, rest houses, and other public works including bridges, barays
(reservoirs), and roads (Chandler 2008, 71-73). Most important to the subject of robam
boran, while Jayavarman VII's rule ushered in major change, he retained his position as a
Deva-Raja (God-King), perpetuating the need for large numbers of dancers and
musicians dedicated to the temples in the kingdom. According to temple inscriptions,
Jayavarman VII's reign boasted the largest number of dancers dedicated to the temples
during the Angkorean period (Cravath 2007, 51). Bas-reliefs at his temples also contain
the only known realistic scenes of dancers; dancers bathing and fixing their hair in a
garden are depicted on the walls of the Bayon temple (Ibid, 73).

I had assumed that Wat Tanei was a contemporary Buddhist temple somewhere in
Siem Reap town (wat simply means temple in Khmer). I told the School of Art’s truck
driver that I did not have a ticket to Angkor National Park with me, but the costume
maker said it wouldn’t be a problem. I was working with the school so I would be
allowed to stay with them for the performance.** We rode past the guards' station and

then beyond Sra Srong, a small village area near one of the old barays. Following the golf
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cart, we turned onto a small dirt path overgrown with trees. I could hear the performers
screaming from the back of the truck as they dodged branches that threatened to swipe
against their cheeks.

When we arrived, lights had already been set up at the front of the temple, and I
could hear a continual hum from the generator that was powering the lights, a kitchen
brought in to prepare food for the wealthy guests yet to arrive, and the luxurious portable
toilets brought in just for the guests. The performers climbed excitedly around the temple
grounds while waiting for instructions from the dance master. The aroma of chicken and
peanut sauce pervaded the air as kitchen staff prepared the meal in the twilight haze. I
helped the performers prepare while watching the hotel staff set up a path made from
hundreds of tea candles along one side of the temple. Neak Kru Sokham was shown
where the dancers would be performing and discussed the length and order of the dances.
When Sokham was satisfied she left with Sor to go to Amansara Hotel, the location of the
evening’s other performance.

Shortly after, Sor returned with a petite woman in her mid-40s, the manager of
Amansara. She was instructing the staff about how to give the impression of a private
dinner although there were at least 20 staff members in addition to the artists. Sor
introduced me to the manager, who was intrigued by my project. She eagerly agreed to
have me work with the hotel in the future and explained: “It’s lucky that you found out
about the performance tonight. It is rare that classical dance is performed in its original
setting.” Amansara staff wanted the guests to feel transported in time, to feel like the

Khmer royalty that might have experienced performances at the temples. The whining
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generator became a major source of contention. The manager disliked this anachronistic
element so a compromise was made. The generator could remain on only as long as the
dancers performed (so they could be seen) and the food was being prepared. After that,

the dinner would take place by candlelight.

The staff hurried the dancers into full costumes so they could photograph them in
the temple setting while the light was still good (see Figure 5-7). The photos would be
given to the guests but also would capture the dancers at the temple, symbolically
connecting present cultural traditions with the past. Things ground to a halt when word
came that the guests (from Japan) were exhausted from their tour of the temples during
the day and needed to rest before their private event at Wat Tanei. As the hour grew later,
the robam boran performers (aged 15 and younger) grew restless. It became so late that
they were given a meal, something rarely seen at tourist events in Siem Reap, but not
enough meals were ordered for the number of artists and teachers. After that, the dancers
practiced the spacing for Apsara Dance three times as they waited. Finally around 7:30
pm, the guests arrived. Except for the manager of cultural events and two waiters,
everyone disappeared into the shadows of the night as the Amansara ramourk pulled up.

Nestled into cushions placed over a log, the guests were greeted with champagne,
a chicken skewer with peanut sauce, and the performance of Apsara Dance as the
whirring of the generator pulsed in the background. Ironically, while the generator was
seen as breaking the illusion of Angkor, the anachronism of performing robam tep apsar
(Apsara Dance)—choreographed in 1962—was not a concern.*’ Twenty-five or so

observers surrounded the log in the darkness, watching the performance reverently like
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ghosts unseen and unheard. The guests then traveled down the candle-lit path to the
sound of a Cambodian flute for a monk's blessing. They entered the central ruins for their
main meal while watching robam nisat (Fishing Dance).*® They exited the temple as
robam chun por (Blessing Dance) was performed, which ended with the dancers
throwing petals on them (See Figure 8).*” The hotel manager told me later that one guest
said it was the best night of her life.

As I watched the tourists leave the temple after dinner, I was struck by how
effective the classical dance form is as a symbol of ancient Khmer culture and by the
apparent speed with which it had become a tourist attraction. Later, through interviews,
observations, and studying the work of other scholars, I realized that the road to
secularization and commodification had emerged much earlier.

Dancing to Balance the World

The young women performing at Wat Tanei in 2012 represented the dancers of
ancient Angkor in the imagination of hotel staff members. Their objective was to present
the performers as symbols of cultural perpetuity since classical dance has such a long
history in the region. Yet, while Jukka Miettinen (2008, 155-158) argues that some
temple iconography points to the use of dance for theatrical purposes, scholars generally
argue that the classical dance of the present is linked to the ritual dances practiced in the
temple (see Figure 9). Evidence of dance in the region predates the emergence of
Angkor—as early as the 5™ century BCE dance figures serving as ornamentation on
bronze kettledrums associated with funerary rights were found in the Mekong River

basin.* Still, the roots of robam boran are most commonly credited to the Angkorean
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period with its monumental architecture and intricate carvings (Cravath 1986, 181). In
802 ACE, the region transformed from a small-scale, trade-oriented, possibly seafaring
society, to a massive agricultural society with its capital very close to what is today the
center of Siem Reap province.*” Around 900 ACE building began in what would now be
considered the City of Angkor, at the time known as Yasadharapura. By 1050 ACE it
included a complex irrigation system, complete with barays and canals (Higham 2002,
305-316). This supported the agriculture required for more than 750,000 people to live in
the area at the height of the empire (Freeman et al. 1999, 2573). The monumental
architecture provides evidence of both ritual and entertainment in performance. At least
13 of 26 Deva-Raja of the ancient Khmer empire built large-scale constructions
(Chandler 1991, 55-56; Sam 1987, 1-2). Angkorean temples were filled with bas-reliefs
of dancing goddesses or apsaras believed to represent the energy or force associated with
the earth. Dance played a role in connecting the Kings (often seen as gods on earth who
have the ability to control nature if they perform rites properly) to the spirit realm.

The dancers were sacred slaves dedicated to the temples and likely performed
rites associated with the naga (snake) earth spirit. Dance was used as a rite of worship
(Cravath 2007, 52-53, 69). The dancers dedicated to the temples allowed the king to
maintain a connection with the divine and “guarantee the fertility of the land” (Shapiro
1994, 96). The dancers also were believed able to communicate with the world of the
gods to ensure the safety of the king’s subjects (Sam 1987, 2). Inscriptions indicate that
although temple dancers were considered slaves their status was fairly high and they were

offered protections. They were expected to perform half of the month, were allotted rice
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fields, and were given precious jewelry (Cravath 2007, 52-53). During the Angkorean
period then, ritual dance was compensated economically. The performance at Wat Tanei
in 2012 sought to recreate this link with the energy of the sacred land, but instead of
dancers dedicated to the temple as sacred slaves, the performers were youth from under-
privileged communities. Instead of dancing to connect the king with the gods, they
danced to connect foreign visitors with the national discourse of a Khmer culture deeply
rooted in the past. Instability was inherent in this change. The performers were fed and
paid for their work, but the rice fields and jewels of the past were gone as was the
connection to royalty in this case.

The Khmer Empire faced conflict, and in 1431 the empire’s powerful Siamese
neighbors sacked Angkor Thom, the central city. Some 90,000 prisoners of war,
including dancers, musicians, and artists, were taken to Ayutthaya (then the capital of
Siam). The Cambodian King set up a new capital in Phnom Penh in 1434 and likely
brought dancers with him (Sam 1987, 2-3). For the next four-hundred-plus years the
capital moved around from Phnom Penh to Srey Santhor, Pursat, Oudong, returning to
Phnom Penh in 1866 three years after Cambodia became a French protectorate (Groslier
[1958] 2006 and Chandler 2008). Little truly is known about this time period due to a
lack of historical records. Cambodian historical chronicles and Spanish and Portuguese
records of the era provide some insight but often contradict each other (Groslier 1958
[2006], 3). The dancers who were taken to Siam certainly had an impact on Thai court
dance, and the reverse is true. Cambodia was a vassal state of Siam, and many

Cambodian Kings were raised in the Thai court (Chandler 2008, 128-129). Older dancers,
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including Sim Muntha, discuss some of the dance songs being translated from Thai into
Khmer and the existence of music teachers proficient in both in the early decades of the
20" century.” The exchange that took place during this period between Siam, Cambodia,
and likely other regions belies the illusion of isolation—often associated with national
ideologies of Cambodian dance. It is likely that while the best Classical dance was found
in elite circles, the dance practice was not isolated to the Khmer royal court (Cravath
2007, 102). Benedict Anderson (2006, 125), for example, alludes to the impact of cutting
off cultural exchange with neighboring Siam during the French Colonial period, certainly
affecting the development of robam boran at the time.

“Rediscovering” Culture in the Colonial Period?

While traveling through the jungles of Siam in 1860, the naturalist Henri Mouhot
"discovered" the magnificent ancient ruins of Angkor Wat. Unwittingly he kindled a
French imaginary of a lost civilization, great by any standards, but decimated and
destroyed. This discovery added cultural impetus for the creation of the French
Protectorate to the economic goal of easy access to trade with China (Chandler 2008,
174). After the founding of the French Protectorate in 1863, French scholar-officials
eventually came to the conclusion that the “degenerate” Khmer people were descendants
of the great civilization whose citizens had once built those grand edifices, inscribed their
columns, and chiseled the thousands of bas-reliefs gracing their walls. They used this to
support their “civilizing” program. Of course, Angkor truly never was lost. Henri
Moubhot's original sketches, for example, show that the temples and their surrounding

areas still housed monks (Edwards 2007, 19-20).
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King Ang Duong’s reign in the 1840s and 1850s provides evidence of the
continuing presence of Angkor in Cambodian cultural discourse. He ignited a period of
cultural revival during which he redefined ritual dance. He used new costumes inspired
by Thai traditions, he separated the male and female dancers into different troupes, and
he codified the gestures and movements “based on his understanding of the bas-relief
sculptures of Angkor Wat” (Shapiro 1994, 102). Shapiro argues that it was during Ang
Duong’s reign that “the connection between Angkor and Cambodia became central” to
dance development.

Given this return to Angkorean symbolism just before the arrival of the French,
it’s no surprise that the colonial administration made a connection between Angkor and
court dance that can be seen in the writing of Khmerophiles such as Charles Gravelle,
George Groslier, and Roland Meyers. For example, Charles Gravelle (2011, 7) wrote:

Angkor! Its past so very remote, a past to which we hardly dare assign a date,
yet a past so near in terms of our choreography! Did you not rediscover there,
omnipresent on the flowered panels of the galleries and sanctuaries, the elder
sisters of our lokhon, though devoted as they were to purely religious dances?

... And there you show us, evidence in hand, the absolute differences in
costumes and intentions, though the gestures remain the same.”'

Bruce Trigger (1984, 363) discusses how colonial archaeology was used to “denigrate
native societies and peoples by trying to demonstrate that they...lacked the initiative to
develop on their own” or, in the case of highly developed ancient civilizations, that the
local people had “willfully destroyed” them (Ibid, 361). The later case is true of
Cambodia, but Khmer literati subsequently used the French ideology to create a sense of

nationalism focusing on preserving ancient arts and performance that still exits today.
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According to Penny Edwards (2007, 26) the development of the concept of the
nation during the colonial era had a major impact on the way that Cambodians
understood Angkor and by extension, I argue, court dance. She uses inquiries made by
Henri Mouhot and others about how the Khmer felt about Angkor to argue that at the
beginning of the colonial era in Cambodia, the temples had religious significance for
locals and