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Research Aims

For several years now I have documented the state of resilience of 
traditional beliefs on Kulen mountain.

This research explored how Cambodian animism (apai jomnua) អបិយជំន ឿ is 

interpreted and negotiated in terms of the sacred topography of Kulen. 

Specifically, how do residents navigate an often invisible sacred 
landscape upon which human land clearance can accidentally occur?

And, what are the associated spiritual risks of trespass, and how is 
trespass resolved? 



Research 
Methods

Semi-structured 
interviews with 58 

villagers over 6 
weeks

Participant 
observation in 2 

spirit rituals

@ L Arensen



PART I

Spirits, their places, 

and the rules of 

engagement

@ L Arensen



Phnom Kulen is a highly sacred site and the site of the ancient city Mahendraparvata
ភ្នគូំលែន គឺជាតំបនល់ែែជាទីសក្កា របូជាែស៏ក្ាិសិទធិមយួ និងជាទីក្ក្ុងបុរាណ មហិន្រនទពត៌



Map of the 
south end 

of the 
Kulen hills



Spirits, known and unknown

Village guardians and their shrines

Spirits hosted by mediums

Spirits encountered in the wild

អ្នក្តាលែរក្ាភូ្មិ និងក្ពះភូ្មរិបស់គាតត់

អ្នក្តាបានចូែសណឋិ ត អ្នក្ចូែរូប

អ្នក្តាលែែមាននៅតាមព្ក្ព
@ L Arensen



Sample from Index 
of Spirit Names

Over a five year period, three 

student research projects on 

local beliefs were carried out 

under my supervision at the 

School for Field Studies. This 

data was combined with this 

summer's findings to create a 

working index of spirits 

known and named by 

mountain residents.

Khmer Name Transliteration Location of 

Spirit

Type of Spirit

អ្នក្តារក្ា Neak Ta Reaksa Anlong Thom Protector spirit of the 

wat

តាបក្ាវតត Neak Ta Ta Baksa 

Wat

Anlong Thom Protector spirit of the 

wat

តា សូក្ត Neak Ta Sot Anlong Thom Temple spirit 

អ្នក្តាក្បាសាទក្ក្ហម Neak Ta Prasat 

Krahom

Anlong Thom 

& Kla Kmom

Angkorian Temple 

Spirit

អ្នក្តាក្បសាទតាសិត Neak Ta Prasat Ta 

Sut 

Prasat Ta Sut Angkorian Temple 

Spirit

នក្មញគង្វា ែ M’renh Kongvil Anlong Thom Forest spirit category

អ្នក្តាកំ្ពងទឹ់ក្ Neak Ta Kampong 

Tuk

Anlong Thom Spirit of a spring

តា គង់ Neak Ta Kung Anlong Thom Spirit of large pond

អ្នក្តាព្ក្ពពយក្ក្យក្សមា Neak Ta Prei Preak 

Yeak Meah

Anlong Thom Mountain spirit 

demon

ក្ពះក្ពូ Preah Kapu Anlong Thom Spirit of a spring

តាលាស់ Neak Ta Ta Loah Anlong Thom Village guardian spirit 

(mjas srok) of Anlong 

Thom

Please write Neak Ta Kung & 

Yei Mao

Anlong Thom Village guardian spirit 

(mjas srok) of Anlong 

Thom



Two neak ta shrines in Sangke Lak, 

October 2020



Bisecting or 'hitting against' sacred objects 

and sites disturbs the spirits.

Diagram drawn by participant

ក្ករន្ាើក្កត់ រ ឺ “ក្ករន្ាើបុក្ច”ំ នែើវតថុ និងតំបនល់ែែ
ស័ក្តិសិទធិ ន្ាើនោយរខំានែ់ែ់អ្នក្តា។

ននះគឺជារូបលែែបានគូរនោយអ្នក្ចូែរមួ។

@ L Arensen



Dream omens: babies, fish and fire

និមតិតរូបព្នសុបិនត: ទារក្ ក្តី និង នភ្លើង

@ L Arensen



Considering termite mounds, 

stumps, streams, cliffs, fallen trees 

and sampeau loan

ក្ករយែ់ន ើញពី ែំបូក្ក្នណត ៀ គែ់ន ើ អូ្រ នក្ជាះ នែើម
ន ើ លែែបាក្់ និងសំនៅែូន

@ Clemens Porikys



Considering ancient inscriptions, 

ancient roads, spirit roads and 

canals, and tombs.

ក្ករយែ់ន ើញពី សិលាចារកឹ្ ផ្លូវបុរាណ ផ្លូវ
អ្នក្តា ក្បឡាយ និងផ្នូរ

@ Clemens Porikys



Diagnosing a spirit-caused illness

Physical signs often involve jok buas, ចុក្ន ះ a twisting gripping 

sensation in the belly

Illnesses may not respond to biomedical treatment 

ជំងឺលែែមនិោចពាបាែតាមលបបជីវនវជជសាន្រសតបាន
Various village ritual specialists may be consulted to ascertain the 

cause of a spirit illness, including a diviner, kru bol ក្គូបូែ, a medium, 

kru jol rup, ក្គូចូែរូប and a Pali chanter, krus sdos ក្គូនសាត ះ



The niak នាគ under the earth: 

interpreting disaster

នាគនៅនក្ក្កមែី: បក្ក្សាយថា មាន
នក្គាតះមហនតរាយ

@ Clemens Porikys



Discussion 1: 
We are happy to take questions from the audience but we 
also want to ask our Cambodian attendees or others with 
similar beliefs this question:

Are lowland beliefs in your home village about sacred objects 

or sites--like the termite mounds, the ancient roads, and the 

streams--similar or different to these beliefs?



PART II

Solving sacred trespass: 

mountain solutions



Hau brahling
ceremony for a 

woman who had a 
soul taken by an 

angry forest spirit, 
October 2020 

ពិ្ិលសននក្ពននែើមបនីៅ
ក្ពែឹងន្រសតីមាន ក្់ លែែក្តូវ
បានយក្នៅនោយសារ
លតអ្នក្តាព្ក្ពខឹង -- តុលា

២០២០



Complexities and community

Around twenty villagers participated in the 

ceremony.

Multiple ritual specialists participated in 

diagnosing and intervening in the woman's 

plight.

Here, a kru sdos [blowing guru] chants in 

Pali to protect the village medium before 

she invites the wild spirit into her body. The 

village diviner waits nearby with ritual 

instruments to call the soul home.



Singing the soul home
ណាន ើយមក្ទទួែនអ្ើយយក្របូយក្រាង

ទាងំអ្ស់នហើយឳមនុសសនលាក្នអ្ើយក្ត បវ់ញិ។
អ្នក្មក្ផ្លូវណានែើរនោយែអ មនុសសនលាក្កុ្ះក្រ
ទទួែព្ក្ក្មានក្បខានក់្បាំ ចានំោយចាស់នអ្ើយ
មាា ស់ព្ែលនអ្ើយក្ត ប់ នោយអ្ស់ នអ្ើយន ើយ។

អ្នក្ចាទំទួែរបូទាងំអ្ស់តាជូននោយនសាម ះអ្ស់នៅនហើយ
ព្ែៃ ១៥នរាចចមលងន ើយឳមនុសសនលាក្នអ្ើយចាទំទួែ។

ទទួែនោយែអ នោយអ្ស់ចិតតនអ្ើយ



A new spirit shrine is inspected by a mountain medium and local authorities, January 2020 

@ L Arensen

Seeking safety: 
raising a spirit house 

by a fatal accident site

ស្វែងរកវខុវវុត្ថភាព:
ការន ើងព្ពះភូមនិៅ ទីតងំស្ែលមា នព្រះ ថ្នា ក់ែ៏

ធ្ង ់ធ្ងរបា នកើត្ន ើង



A mountain medium 
channeling a forest spirit 
dances to the new spirit 
house, January 2020

អ្នក្ចូែរបូមាន ក្ក់្ំពុងបញ្ាូ ែរបូ អ្នក្តាព្ក្ព
រាថំាា យក្នុងពិ្ី ន ើងក្ពះភ្ូមែិាី -- មក្រា
២០២០

@ L Arensen



The roadside shrine for the newly named Grandfather Safety is tended 
regularly by local villagers.

@ L Arensen

ក្ពះភូ្មនិៅតាមផ្លូវ សំរាបន់ោយ
អ្នក្តា លែែបានោក្ន់ ម្ ះែមីនោ
យថា នលាក្តាសុខ ក្តូវបានអ្នក្ភូ្មិ

លែរក្ាជាក្បចា។ំ



Discussion

How does the land-based spirituality 

of many Kulen residents impact upon 

land use, particularly development 

and forest clearance for agriculture?

នតើ លែនែីលែែមានវញិ្ញា ណរបស់ ក្បជាជនគូលែនជា
នក្ចើនននះ ជះឥទធិពែយ៉ា ែូចនមតចខលះនែើក្ករនក្បើក្បាស់
ែី្លី ជាពិនសសនែើក្ករ អ្ភ្វិឌ្ឍ និងក្ករក្កបព់្ក្ពន ើ
សក្មាបន់្ាើ ក្សិក្មម?

@ L Arensen



A Few Thoughts

On Kulen, a sacred 

landscape cannot 

be simplistically 

equated with a 

protected one. 

Many members of 

the spirit world 

were considered 

mobile and open to 

human invocation. 



@ Clemens Porikys
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Thank you for your attention!
អ្រគុណសក្មាបក់្ករចូែរមួ!

Questions for us?
នតើអ្នក្មានសំនួរនទ?

Questions for audience:

-Does your birth village have kru bol and kru 

sdos? 

-Do they have similar roles in interpreting the 

spirits' affect on people in the current era?


