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Medicine in pre-Angkor period

Ø Lack of clear historical evidences.

Ø However, it is believed that ancient Khmer medicine was partly influenced by Indian Ayurveda and

Chinese medicine, combined with the indigenous healing practices of local communities. 

Ø To what extent did Indian and Chinese influences shape Khmer medicine? 

Ø This question requires further comparative research into the ancient medical systems of each part. Such 

research should involve Indologists, Sinologists, and Khmer anthropologist or Khmerologist. 
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Āyurveda medecine :	The	science	of	life/	La	science	de	la	vie	

The Ayurvedic system has evolved and developed for more than two millennia in India. The key

foundations of its treatments generally include: The use of medicinal plants and herbs ; Specialized

dietary regimens ; Meditation practices ; Yoga techniques ; Massage therapies ; Herbal enemas (for

cleansing the intestines) ; Treatments for relieving gas, acidity, and other digestive issues ; The

application of medicinal oils.

In Āyuraveda , the method of treatment and medicine are divided into 8 main categories, 
which are:

āyurveda
medecineKāyachikitsā

Kumāra-bhṛtya
Śalyatantra

Bhūtavidyā

Agadatantra/Vishagara-vairodh Tantra

Rasāyantantra

Vājīkaraṇatantra

Śhālākyatantra
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There is almost no evidence from archaeology and inscriptions that indicates the medical field in ancient times.

However, through certain words originating from Sanskrit related to magic and medical sector, it can be assumed that
ancient Khmer medicine was influenced by India. Those words include:

ៃវទយ < Vaidya (doctor, medical) > េពទយ
េរគ < roga (sickness, disease) ជីវចរ <  jiva + cara > ជីពចរ (pule, pulsation)
ខចរ < khacara (wind) > ខចរ > ខចល់ > ខយល់ មរនត < mantra (magic, recitation)
អគម < āgama (coming, arrival, text, ritual) ធតុ < dhatu (tissues constituting the body)
គថ < gāthā (formula) …etc.
េវទ < veda (formula, treatise)
វយធិ < vyādhi (disease)
សកន់ < skanda (spurting, effusion, destruction) 
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Ⓒ. APSARA

Ⓒ. Suon Sopheaktra
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Angkor	under	Jayavarman VII (r.	1181– 1215	AD)

- Considered	as	one	of	the	Great	Kings	in	Khmer	
history	

- He	introduced	policies	that	aimed	to	uplift	the	
lives	of	his	subjects,	focusing	on	healthcare,	
education,	and	public	welfare.

- The	most	important	religion	in	the	kingdom	
was		Mahayana	Buddhism.

- The	most	important	deity	was	Bodhisatva
Avalokitesvara

- Bhaisajaguru or		“Medicine	Buddha”
- 102	hospitals	(	Arogyasāla)	built	across	

empire	as	mentioned	in	the	inscription	
©Jean-Pierre Dalbéra
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Bhaisajaguru
©	MNCBodhisatva Avalokitesvara
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Say-Fon stele
FINOT, Louis, « Notes d'épigraphie. II  

L'inscription sanskrite de Say-Fong », 
BEFEO, t. III (1), 1903, pp. 18-33.
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Stance	XIII.	__	Il	souffrait	des	maladies	de	ses	sujets	plus	que	des	
siennes,	car	c’est	la	douleur	publique	qui	fait	la					
douleur	des	rois,	et	non	leurs	propre	douleur.		

Stance XIII. __ He suffered from the illnesses of his subjects more
than from his own, for it is public pain that makes
kings pain, and not their own pain.
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v Verse	17:	the hospital	built	there	along	with	the	Saugata çrama (temple	for	Buddhism),	the	
number	of	workers	served	in	the	hospital	includes:

Ø 2	doctors		
Ø 2	medical	assistants	(1	male,	1	female)		
Ø 2	warehouse	keepers	
Ø 2	cooks	
Ø 14	nurses
Ø 8	women,	2	for	rice	pounding
Ø66	individuals	with	unspecified	roles
Ø 2	ritual	officiants	
Ø 1	astrologer		

Total:	101	people/	workers
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The inscription also mentioned 36 medicinal substances used in hospitals. Some
of them are still recognized and used in today treatment:

- Honey	
- Pepper	
- Turmeric	
- Long	pepper	
- Sugar	
- Sesame
- Cardamom	
- Ginger
- Eurycoma longifolia
- Etc.
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Excavation program by the archaeological research
team of the APSARA National Authority and
students from ISEAS, 2017.

Ta	Promkel Temple
Ⓒ.	Google

Archaeological	excavation	at	the	ancient	hospital
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So far, There have been some studies on the medical system during the reign of
King Jayavarman VII. Researcher suggested that various subjects such as
Sanskrit, religion, veda, yoga, philosophy, astrology, and also medicine were
taught in Buddhist monasteries in the form of “monastic university”. In medical
education, a significant subject that was primarily taught was the method of
examining the pulsation.

Chhem_Kieth Rethy, Médecine et santé à Angkor. Pouvoir royal, compassion et offre médicale sous le

règne de Jayavarman VII (1181-1220), Thèse de doctorat en histoire, Université de Montréal, 2008, p.

129.

Where	did	they	study?
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Curing	scene	at	Bayon Temple



Baby	delivery	scene	at	
Bayon Temple
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Scene	showing	the	examining	of	
the	pulsation

Leak	Neang Temple

Ⓒ.	Chem Rethy
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Neak Pean Temple

Ⓒ.	J.	Boisselier
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It is known as a temple with healing virtues because its
miraculous water heals the sick,



Ⓒ.	Sam	Chanvireak
20



21



Ⓒ.	Sam	Chanvireak
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Zhou	Daguan travel	diary

Mémoire sur les coutumes du 
Cambodge (Memories on the customs 

of Cambodia)
Bulletin de l'École française d'Extrême-
Orient Année 1902, n. 2, pp. 123-177
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PELLIOT, P., « Mémoires sur les coutumes du Cambodge », BEFEO, t. 2, 1902, p. 162
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Middle	period
(roughly	between	the	15th	and	the	early	19th	century)

Au	Chhieng 152,	Indochinois 131	A	(Bnf Richelieu,	PARIS)
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Au Chhieng 168, Indochinois 138 (BNF Richelieu, Paris)

- 168.3 ៖ [គបនួជីពចរ] ៖ p.8 (l.1-15) ៖ Des jibbh car (pulsation). 
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Indo. 124 D

Indo. 131 A

Indo. 393 27



“ A l’exception de très rares confrères, qui ont pu bénéficier de
quelques-uns des enseignements du passé, au hasard de transmissions
orales effectuées de père à fils, de famille à famille, de maître à élève,
qui connaissent vraiment la valeur thérapeutique d’un nombre de
produits d’origine animal, végétale, minérale, et savent les utiliser en
temps opportune, le médecin cambodgien d’aujourd’hui est, par
beaucoup de côtés, semblable au guérisseur que l’on rencontre dans
les races primitives; sa pratique quotidienne est hautement dominée
par les croyance superstitieuses….”, p. 11

Matières Médicale Cambodgienne
(Cambodian medical substances)

Bernard MENAUT (1930)
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Khmer	name:	 Krabao ("កេ%)
Scientific	name:	Hydnocarpus anthelmintica
Family	name: ACHARIACEAE
Part	used:	 leaves,	fruits,	nuts,	roots.

Used	by	Grū Pen	for	treatment	of	leprosy
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Grū Pen
“Pen received every leper to treat by himself at his house. None of those who
stayed with him was required to pay him in money. He sold his drug only to the
wealthiest, or to those who came to consult him and then returned home to
treat themselves with the supply of medicine purchased.

The hospitalized generally paid him in kind, working with him in his rice fields
or helping him to cure new patients…” p.23
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Grū Say
• Age:	76	years	old	
• Expertise:	master	of	medicine	and	exorcist
• Location:	Roluos	Kert village,	Siem	Reap		
• Curing	experience:	Since	the	age	of	20		
• Curing	formation:	practicing	at	the	Lom	Preluong
monastery	with	venerable	Pich,	and	learning	with	five	other	
masters.		

• Treatment	place:	at	his	home		
• About	medicine: he	tells	patients	the	names	of	the	medicinal	
substances,	and	they	need	to	find	them	on	their	own.		

• Successor:	2
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Curing place 

Accommodation	and	medical	treatment	are	free,	food	and	other	need	are	patient	responsibility.
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Transmission of medical knowledge
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Grū Reoum
• Age:	71	years	old	
• Expertise:	Master	of	burn	method	(uch)
• Location:	Kok Sruk village,	Siem	Reap		
• Curing	experience:	Since	the	age	of	20		
• Curing	formation:	ordained	monk	at	the	Lom	Preluong
monastery	with	venerable	Pich,	then	learning	with	Laos	
master	and	Bunong master.		

• Treatment	place: at	his	home		
• About	medicine:	none
• Successor:	none
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Curing place 

The	patient	came	just	for	treatment	and	then	returned	back	without	anyone	staying	at	the	Grū's house.
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Patients who came for treatment left photos as a
souvenir for him. Among them were also modern
doctors. Some came from the surrounding areas,
while others traveled from afar, including those
from Thailand.
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Grū Pek (monk healler)

• Age:	60 years	old	
• Expertise:	master	of	medicine	and	exorcist
• Location:	Lolei	monastery,	Siem	Reap		
• Curing	experience:	20	years,	since	the	age	of	40		
• Curing	formation:	family	knowledge	transmission	from	
grandfather	and	all	ordained	in	Lolei	monastery

• Treatment	place: at	Lolei	monastery
• About	medicine:	There	is	a	reserve	medicine	in	his	
dormitory	or	to	be	searched	immediately	as	needed

• Successor:	1	of	his	son,	also	ordained	monk	in	Lolei	
monastery
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Curing place 

Accommodation	and	medical	treatment	are	free,	food	and	other	need	are	patient	responsibility.

40



Curing	method	of	using	steam	inhalation	(chbuṅ)

Steam inhalation (chbuṅ), which involves boiling
medicinal ingredients in a pot or earthenware pot,
then covering the head placed over the container (or
sometimes the entire body) with a towel or blanket.
The hot steam is inhaled and exhaled.
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Grū Vorn

• Age:	60 years	old	
• Expertise:	master	of	medicine	and	exorcist
• Location:	Bangkong village,	Siem	Reap		
• Curing	experience:	since	the	age	of	18		
• Curing	formation:	with	Laos	master	and	others
• Treatment	place: at	his	house
• About	medicine:	There	is	a	reserve	medicine	in	his	house	or	
to	be	searched	immediately	in	the	forest	as	needed

• Successor:	none
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Curing place 

Accommodation	and	medical	treatment	are	free,	food	and	other	need	are	patient	responsibility.
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Patients	dormitory
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Medicine	fabrication
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Some ways to find out the cause of illness

v Pūl (to guess) :

• pūl baṅ mān’

• pūl kāṃpit pandoḥ

• pūl praṇāk

• Pūl kāṃpit slā

v Meditation

v Spirit possession 

v Lāk’ :

• Lāk’ msau

• Lāk’ baṅ mān’

Through the magical wayObserving the concrete symptom of patient 

If a patient is ill and the specific illness is unknown,
a traditional healer typically begins by asking
about the symptoms. The healer inquiries about
the origin and nature of the pain: Where did it
start? Is the pain on the right or left side, or in the
chest? These questions help the healer determine
the most appropriate initial treatment. The healer
then administers a prescribed medicine for the
patient to take, monitoring how the illness
responds. If the initial treatment proves
ineffective, the healer will try a different
medication. If the illness's cause remains unclear,
the healer may resort to alternative methods
rooted in traditional beliefs.
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Ⓒ. An Reaksmey

pūl praṇāk
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pūl kāṃpit pandoḥ
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Grū Vorn doing the meditation to find the illness‘s cause of 
the patient
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Lāk’ baṅ mān’
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Grū and the transmission of medical knowledge

2 successors

Ven. Pich

Grū Say Grū Ann Grū Roeum

Grū Kiet

Ven. Hoem

Ven. Pek

Son

Father Grū Vorn

Neon

In the Buddhist cycle

Tā Prasad

Neon

Grandfather

Neon

Neon

Outside the Buddhist cycle
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B. MENAUT, Matières Médicale Cambodginne, Hanoi, 

1930, p.31.

There are some special cases where an individual 
becomes a healer due to understanding received in 
dreams or messages from spiritual entities.
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Benefits	from	curing		for	traditional	healers	:

Ø Traditional healers don’t impose or demand anything after treatment. They receive
payment based on what the patient can afford.

Ø Most of their patients are locals from nearby areas.

Ø ”Being a traditional healer hasn’t helped improve their lives significantly, apart from the
daily exhaustion”, original quote from them.

Ø But the traditional healer is a respected figure in their community.

Ø Some patients are grateful to the healers for saving their lives, so every year they come
to help them for agriculture work.

Ø Some patients return to visit their healers to offer them small amounts of money or
other things during the festivity period such as Khmer New Year and other religious
ceremonies.
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v Currently, there has been a significant shift in the transmission and practices of traditional

medicine in today societal changes, and it is facing the risk of extinction.

v The reasons for this change are numerous. Nowadays, traditional medicine has lesser learners

than in the past, while it is still needed for Khmer people, especially for those in rural areas.
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Thank You !
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