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SANTAMARIA, MATTHEW CONSTANCIO MAGLANA


Khmer Traditional Dance: 
A Study Of National Memory

 and Continuity 
This study aspires to expand knowledge by exploring the prospect of locating national memory in the aesthetic expression of Khmer traditional dance.  It will reexamine the concept of national memory by asking what, in terms of relevance to the collective, is actually being “remembered.”  It will look at dance in the context of performance, and beyond performance.  It will present dance as a political phenomenon by testing propositions relating it both as an “object” and as a “situs” (venue) of contestation and mediation.  It will attempt to identify practices or institutions, and find out how these enable dance to help in the formation of national memory.  Moreover, it will seek to relate dance and the state in the manipulation of symbols, sanctions, and rewards. 

Conceptual Framework
The concept of a nation as a group of people with a shared sense of belonging or consciousness is invariably linked to the concepts of community, culture, identity and memory.  Benedict Anderson views the nation as an “imagined [political] community.”
 Ross Poole, on the other hand, notes that imagination fails in the face of the sacrifices that the nation demands of its members. 
  How could the object of our imagination make such claims on us?  Turning to “identity” for an answer, he asserts that “…we do not merely construct an object of consciousness, but we also form a conception of ourselves as existing in relation to that object.” The nation, therefore, forms the basis for the “individual self and other awareness.”  
Moreover, Poole relates identity to culture, which he says, may be seen in one important sense as “a gallery of meaningful or representative objects, which those with appropriate cultural knowledge and identity can interpret and evaluate.”
  He notes that culture can also be viewed as a “process” by which these objects are created, recreated, and modified.  Through this process, people acquire knowledge that allows them to understand the various cultural artifacts and to recognize them as their own.  Individuals, therefore, find their social “identity in these objects by coming to understand their meaning.”
 National memory completes the identity of social selves through what Poole refers to as “an acquisition of the appropriate form of consciousness, that is, thinking of selves, as bound by our past and able to bind our future.”
 (Italics mine)  Before an act of sacrifice can be done in behalf of the nation, strong feelings or a high degree of affectation for the nation must exist.
 In this vein, one can affirm the nation in terms of imagination, identification, emotion or affectation, and meaning-imbued action.

National memory may be broken down into three modes of creation: 1) the historical production of the nation—a process of selecting and ordering of factual persons, places, and events; 2) the cultural production of the nation—a  process of selecting and ordering fictional, mythic and imagined persons, places and events; and 3)  the ideological creation of the nation—a process of selecting and ordering ideas, principles, values, beliefs and aspirations.  The three modes meet in all sources of national memory that in many ways (re)present the meeting of reality, invention, and myth.  Thus, memory is, in continuity, constructed; and thus, the nation, in continuity, built.  

Performance as Text

Dance as performance is a text set to movement and presented to an audience with a specific set of objectives in mind.
 In the case of traditional Khmer dance, two types of “text” are almost always present: the lyrics and the movement vocabulary.
 The lyrics provide the narration of the plot, dialogue, characterization and articulation of ideas, values and feelings through direct statements, allusions, or metaphors.  Movement provides articulation through abhinaya (movements or gestures with meaning), mimetic device, masks and props, spatial distribution and rhythm or pace.  Meaning and atmosphere is also conveyed by the set design (and recently light design), costumes, and music.  

Each dance performance is unique because of an ever-changing audience. Levels of appreciation and affectation depend on previous knowledge or exposure to the form. Apart from what happens onstage and in the audience area, the performance should be understood in the context of what happens backstage, the setting/venue where it takes place, and the occasion it marks.  What follows is an analysis of text and context in traditional Khmer dance based on specific performances observed by this writer.

The Ramayana. The origin of the Reamker remains a mystery, and its incompleteness is rather eloquent in expressing the values deemed to be important to the Cambodian kings.  In exile, Preah Ream, Preah Leak, and Neang Sida (Rama, Laksamana, and Sita, respectively) find themselves in a forest, the unknown and fearful place in Cambodian cosmology.  Deference to authority, no matter how misguided, is communicated in Rama’s quiet acceptance of his father’s orders for him to go into exile.  Preak Leak embodies loyalty and acceptance of ascribed status as emphasized by the sitting position he takes at the feet of Preah Ream and Neang Sida, while Neang Sida represents faithfulness or fidelity as she undergoes the test of fire.  Quite a length of time is devoted to the fighting scenes between the monkey army of Anujit (Hanuman) and the army of the demon-king Kong Reap (Ravana).  Sangeeta Isvaran, my esteemee colleague, points out that the demoness Surapanakha—whose role may be interpreted as a model of female strength—seems to have been omitted in the dance interpretation of the epic.

A unique program featuring the excerpts from the Cambodian and Thai versions of Ramayana was shown at the Chatumouk Convention Hall in Phnom Penh last February 27, 2001.  A comparison reveals several points of diversion.  First, the Thai version looked neater and the abhinaya clearer with a more liberal use of large gestures projected outward from the body.  It seems that this version has been modified for the proscenium stage.  This modification may be attributed to regular performances on large proscenium stages in Thailand such as that of Natasin. On the other hand, the Cambodian version looked awkward on a big stage, with the performers tending to crowd toward the center.  The abhinaya was not as clear, with the gestures done closer to the body.  It seems that this version has remained faithful to an older choreography that was meant to be viewed at a close range as in the venue of the Chanchhaya, the open-air pavilion of the Royal Palace.
 

Second, the Thai dancers, including the musicians, were definitely “performing to an audience.” The Cambodians, on the other hand, seemed to have maintained the ritual aspect of the dance-drama as seen in their more inward-looking and meditative approach to performance.  Third, a stark contrast is presented by the entrance of the golden deer. Whereas the Thai deer showed much variation in movement vocabulary, the Cambodian deer executed a fast walk, made eye contact with Neang Sida, did an abrupt jump and then exited.  One can surmise that parts of the Khmer version might have been lost because of over two decades of war and extreme poverty. Either that, or the Thai version added more movements to an older and simpler work.  What is certain, however, is the fact that what had been considered to be nearly identical in the first decade of the 20th century had, in relative isolation, parted ways, with one becoming more Thai and the other becoming more Khmer.

The Churning of the Sea of Milk.  The dance rendition of this myth borrows much from the bas-relief in Angkor where the gods and demons strike a “tug-of-war” pose. The gods churn the sea of milk for amrita, the elixir of immortality, with the five-headed naga, Vasuki, serving as the rope around the churn and Mount Mandara, upon which Vishnu stands, as the central pivot.  The gods trick the demons and get the elixir for themselves.  This act of cooperation between two opposing forces may be interpreted as pragmatism winning over ideologism—a  triumph of “ends justifying means” over “rigid adherence to a set of principles.”  The symbols and meanings presented by the act of grabbing the amrita and the following rush to destroy Raju, the demon who was able to take some amrita, may hold some hints at understanding the Cambodian notion of power. This notion is to be found in such themes as “the magical” nature of power, the importance of the will to seize it, the victor’s justice and the “zero-sum” perspective of competition.  

 The symbols and meanings in this dance become even more relevant to the scholar when placed in the context of new choreography and recent developments that may redefine the concept of Robam boran, the classical or court dance. The joint appearance of men and women onstage performing in the classical style indicates a suspension of earlier principles that separate the two traditions of robam boran (only females) and lakhon khol (only males).
  This may be interpreted as an act of artistic pragmatism, perhaps owing to the limited number of suitable talent, or to a perceived need to deliberately change or show change before an increasingly foreign audience.

Two performances—a delayed broadcast for television and a live staging—are  worth noting.   The first was a part of the millenium celebration of Cambodia, the Angkor 2000.  The dancers performed on a hastily built platform in front of the ancient spires of Angkor Wat.
  The superimposition of the living arts over the ruins of the ancient temple complex represents a desire to establish connections with the past, which had largely been forgotten in the memories of the Khmers until the French “discovered” it in 1861.  The second performance took place in the garden courtyard of the National Museum.
 This time, the dance was not superimposed, but instead surrounded by the past with the images of gods and creatures of myth taking their place among the audience mostly made up of UNESCO delegates, none of whom, it appears, were bothered by their proximity to the objects of antiquity.
 

Apsara.  Perhaps, the dance of the celestial maidens is the most popular among foreign audiences.  Several scholars have already distinguished it from other dances of the repertoire as “pure dancing,” since it does not have a narrative and a ritual purpose.  This writer disagrees with that analysis.  The lead apsara is identified as Mera, whose union with the priest Kambu Svayambhuya makes her one of the mythical founders of the Khmer nation (Khmer = Kambu + Mera) as recorded in a transcription dating from 947, A.D.
  The reference to a mythic character brings the whole narrative to the fore. The dance begins with a classic pose echoing the bas-relief of Angkor.  Mera moves out of a wall of darkness, followed later on by two or three other apsaras.  At one point, the other apsaras offer golden flowers to Mera.  The offering is a recreation of ritual and the spatial relations, seen in a fleeting moment when Mera stands above the others squatting around her, reinforcing hierarchy in the mythic world. Moreover, in a Jungian manner, this gesture also treats the unconscious as the audience, its idealization in the real world.  The dance ends with the apsaras taking their respective places once again in a beauty pageant-like pose after suspending reality in an expression of stillness in motion and motion in stillness.

This writer has seen the apsara dance performed in a dinner show at the Kulen Restaurant in Siem Reap, in a joint performance with an Okinawan dance group at the Intercontinental Hotel, and in the newly-renovated theater at the RUFA. The Apsara was the clear favorite, with the tourists crowding around the lead dancer for pictures after the performance.  In one brief moment unnoticed by many in the venue, the lead apsara defended the Khmer value of personal space as she brushed off the arm of a European man from her shoulder.  
The performance at the Intercontinental Hotel was a logistical disaster, which was surprising since it was managed by the Japanese Embassy.  It was announced through the papers as being “open to the public… [with] no reservations needed.” After a (traditional?) delay of two hours brought about by trying to accommodate a huge crowd coupled with long speeches of praise, the Okinawans were “flattened” by the Khmer dancers in front of a mostly Khmer audience who were truly thirsting for a glimpse of their own culture.  The RUFA audience, on the other hand, was predominantly made up of students, teachers, their friends and relatives.  It was the closest to a purely Khmer audience among the performances observed by this writer. The lead role of Mera was exquisitely executed by the highly underrated Som Satya.  However, the most applauded numbers were the Lakhon yike (folk opera) and the Lakhon bassac (the theatrical form of the ethnic Khmer in the southern portion of the Mekhong River, now under Vietnam).  Moreover, the character who received the loudest applause and laughter was the performer who played the role of the female demon basking in her contrived ugliness, replete with a gaudy costume and moustache.  These reactions indicate a cultural divide between the elite and the masses that may widen as the Khmer is exposed to other forms of popular entertainment.  
Folk dance.  Known as robam pracheapriy, this genre includes the Fishing Dance, the Coconut Dance, the Bamboo Dance, The Pestle Dance, The Peacock Dance of Pailin and many others inspired by the life and lore of at least 22 ethnolinguistic groups.  Not mentioned in any of the annotations, written or oral, is the fact that these dances are relatively new pieces dating back only to the 1960s.  An examination of the movement vocabulary indicates an imposition of the aesthetics of the classical tradition.
  The court of the “majority,” by way of invention, has defined the minority peoples in dance.  Morevoer, as a portrayal of the “rainbow” of ethnicity in the Cambodian state, the dances of “acceptable” groups (such as the Lao and the Cham, the former nemesis of the Khmer) are included in the repertoire, while the “unacceptable” ones are ignored.
 Furthermore, the creator of the dance is never mentioned in any of the program notes, recited annotations, or dance history texts, giving an impression that these dances are, indeed, from the people.
 
Rituals.  A study of traditional Khmer dance is not complete without discussing two rituals.  The pithi sampeah krou is a rite of passage for new students.  The first lesson cannot begin without it.  This ritual places the student under the care of the divinity of dance.  It is performed with an offering of candles, incense, flowers, eggs and other objects.  The student repeats this ritual throughout her career.
  It is done regularly on Thursdays, the day of respect for teachers.  
On the other hand, the pithi sampeah krou lakhon krob mok is a ritual performed after the skills have been acquired and practiced. This ritual is supposed to make the students “sacred and real dancers.”
 One of the ritual’s highlights is the symbolic transformation of the dancers as masks are placed over their heads.  In celebration of National Culture Day last April 3, 2001, this ritual was performed at the Chatomuk Hall to a mixed audience.  All the teachers (whether already retired or still teaching) were invited to join and a group of dancers and a special group of dancers from the Royal Ballet and the RUFA was especially selected by H.R.H. the Princess Norodom Buppha Devi.  The syncretic nature of religion in Cambodia was shown by the Buddhist monks chanting prayers in an essentially Brahmanistic ritual.  At one juncture, the princess was called upon to light a candle.  In an act of respect, upon reaching the stage, she took off her shoes, walked to the center, knelt, performed the traditional act of obeisance with hands folded together and then received a candle for lighting.  Similarly, the King’s yearly enactment (nowadays performed by an honored representative) of the plowing ritual, done to assure that the right amount of rain falls for the coming year, emphasizes the role of the monarchy, belief in the spirit world of higher beings, the importance of proper behavior, and the unity of the people in reality and in imagination as expressed in the national motto of “Nation, Religion, King.”

The manipulation or the creation of the political content in dance is not surprising in a country that, in less than five decades, has taken the following forms of incarnation: Kingdom of Cambodia (1953-1970), Khmer Republic (1970-1975), Democratic Kampuchea (1975-1979), People’s Republic of Cambodia (1979-1989), State of Cambodia (1989-1993) and then back again to Kingdom of Cambodia (1993–present).  Each incarnation brought along with it creative destruction and destructive creation.   As discussed by Toni Shapiro,
 new lyrics replaced old ones to fit the new order and dances were either made (i.e., Keo Malis’ Manual Labor to the Youth), given political meaning (Mekhala’s ball becomes the light of communism and the demon becomes the evil of capitalism), or reinterpreted (Neang Butsomali, the strong character in Preah Somut, is reinterpreted as the self-reliant woman).  The political convulsions also forced dance masters and students to seek asylum in other countries, and thus establish a diaspora of dance sowing seeds far from the destruction of its origin.  Others took refuge in the camps near the Thai border where they continued to teach and perform, thus assuring the survival of their atman “essence” as a people.  Some others, in their hatred for all things royal, hid their true identities.  But there were also acts of defiance. Under the fearful yet hidden cloak of darkness brought about by the night, some gathered enough courage to secretly perform the rituals of offering to the spirits of dance.  In silence, they practiced the kbach or movements, and in so doing reclaimed their sense of self and the dance of the kings. 

Dance and Institutions

The view of dance as an institution focuses attention on practices or processes that a certain collective have come to accept over time.  The following is a discussion of selected practices. 

Formal Instruction. The Faculty of Choreographic Arts has evolved from a “total institution” of cloistered dancers to a Conservatory to a Performing Arts School of Fine Arts, and then finally, as part of the RUFA during the government of the Chief of State, Prince Norodom Sihanouk, in the 1960s.   Grade-school graduates enter the RUFA by taking a written and a technical examination that subjects them to a battery of tests to determine their sense of rhythm, musicality, physical strength and the appropriateness of their physical features to the aesthetics of Khmer dance.  Based on the results, the students are distributed to the following categories: folk, masked dance for boys, and classical for girls. Their curriculum includes lessons in movement vocabulary, dance history, choreographic rules and techniques, readings of epics and other ancient texts, and many other conventions.  After finishing a four-year program, they are awarded the degree of “Diploma of Arts.”   They may acquire the title of “Monitor of Arts” if they pass a special examination.  Afterward, they may enter a three-year program that will enable them to earn the degree of Bachelor of Arts.  Passing another set of tests earns them the highest title of “Professor of Arts.”  Apart from the prestige bestowed by these certificates, they are almost unanimously accepted as the only legitimate documents attesting to one’s dancing and teaching abilities. The growing importance of certificates as proofs of entitlement indicates a paradigmatic shift from “reputation” to “documentation,” and thus, an expansion of the existence of the state into the lives of artists.

The master-disciple relationship exists as a related yet parallel form of instruction outside the RUFA.  The RUFA students and non-students may directly take special lessons from well-regarded teachers, usually in the teacher’s house.  Many of the independent schools are actually run, or at least taught, by the teachers of RUFA.  These schools must be registered under the Ministry of Culture.  Today there are at least 100 such schools and clubs. They are usually referred to as associations of arts and culture where the traditional dance is taught.  Examples of these are the Apsara Arts Association managed by RUFA instructor Von Metry and the Media Services Limited Art Club, which is primarily an agency that trains television performers.
 

Socialization.  Traditional dance cannot exist without the community of dance masters, musicians, choristers, archivists, professional dancers, costume-makers, weavers, mask- makers, jewelers, students, patrons, and priests of Brahmanistic rituals, among many others.  All of these actors relate to each other in strict observance of social rules of courtesy as they create the dance together.  The students are socialized into this world in their classes.  They also learn to adjust their patterns of speech and behavior as their personal contact with all of these actors increase through the years, culminating in the production of a dance as a requirement for their bachelor’s degree.
  

Moreover, dance as a situs of contestation can be examined as a venue where the politics of influence, recognition, respect and money (not necessarily linked variables) exist side by side with the creation of beauty, virtue, and knowledge. 
   Undoubtedly, the Minister of Culture, H.R.H. the Princess SAmdech Pream Ream Norodom Buppha Devi, is the most influential person in the world of Khmer dance today.  Her influence seems to be based on her lineage as part of the royalty and her reputation as a “legendary dancer,” rather than on the legal-rational authority brought about by her office.  The next in line would most probably be Dean Proeung Chhieng whose achievements as a teacher and as a director are well-known.  As for reputation, it is quite difficult to identify the prima among the ballerinas.  There is a sad consensus that the best dancers for each of the classical roles are all out of Cambodia.
   National memory will most probably accord the title, albeit posthumously, to Piseth Peaklica, the “people’s princess,” whose death on July 6, 1999 still remains unsolved. She “has become a popular symbol of the nation’s modern curses: violence, injustice and fear.”
 The most senior teachers, Soth Sam-On (fulltime) followed by Ros Kong (part-time) and Yit Sarin (retired), are the most respected.  Soth Sam-On lived in the Palace during the reign of King Monivong.  She is one of the last female dancers to have danced the role of the monkey.

The Kingship, Power and Dance. H.R.H. the Princess Samdech Preah Ream Norodom Buppha Devi, the highest-ranking princess in the royal hierarchy, is the current Minister of Culture.  She presides over a bureaucracy that is responsible for the country’s patrimony. All requests concerning the Ministry, particularly transactions involving the National Ballet and the RUFA, seem to require her signature.  Some of these transactions are: a) approving the repertoire and the participating dancers and musicians of the Royal Ballet as requested in any official appearance; b) approving requests for photographing or filming the Royal Ballet; c) determining who may join the Royal ballet either as fulltime or part-time members; d) approving a request for a performance of a RUFA student; and e) approving a request for affiliation with the RUFA by a foreign scholar or artist.

The Princess as a Minister is the extension of the King as the rightful owner of the arts.  Thus, only the kings are mentioned in the creation of the epics and other canons of Cambodian choreography.  Anonymity is the rule for the sculptors of the Angkor and the creators of dance.  As seen in all the photographs published in the posters, program notes, and press releases issued by the Ministry, not a single name that would acknowledge individual effort is mentioned.  However, as Weberian standards of bureaucracy require, the dancer in another dimension as a civil servant, as a teacher, or as a student possesses legal personality.  The civil-service appointment papers, the identification cards, the salary vouchers and, for the students, the certificates of accreditation at three levels of proficiency record their names and degree of engagement with dance.  These documents form part of a process of legitimization that confers status (dancer, dance master, or student), entitlement (the right to dance certain pieces, teach and choreograph, join a tour), and prestige (affinity to the royalty).  Still, within the Kingdom of Cambodia, the Princess-Minister wields with near-absolute control the instruments for manipulating symbols, rewards, and punishment in the world of traditional dance.

Some Observations and Propositions

This exploration of national memory in traditional Khmer dance lends support to the following propositions, which may be falsified or further strengthened by future research.  First, traditional Khmer dance as a source of national memory has most consistently engaged in the cultural production of the nation in selecting and ordering of myths, legends, and fiction. From 1970 to 1993, its ideological content was subject to contestation seen first in a total ban of the arts, followed by the rewording of lyrics, the creation of political meaning when originally there was none, and then a reinterpretation of meaning to suit the ideas of the regime in power.  The creation and reinterpretation of meaning could only be appreciated by looking at dance as a performed text framed by an annotation of political meaning.  The historical creation of the nation is the least apparent.  The victor’s justice understandably prevails, since none of the “black clothes and checkered krama dances” of the Khmer Rouge or the revolutionary dances of the succeeding regime have been incorporated as part of the repertoire of any existing performance group.  These dances remain only in the minds of their creators.  A study of these dances through a recreation of their narratives in text and accounts of their performance should provide hitherto unseen facets into Cambodia’s second Dark Age.  
Second, the return of the royalty and the survival of a generation of loyal artists able to transfer values to the next generation have make “kingship” the central institution of mediation in dance.  This position of advantage is not permanent, however.  Its maintenance will depend on the character of the next king, the configuration of power in the succeeding regimes, the people’s perceptions over the rightful keeper of patrimony, the level of support from the international community, and perhaps the most possible catalyst of change, the evolution of the diaspora communities as strong challengers in the race for legitimacy in defining traditional Khmer dance. 
Finally, traditional dance remains one of the strongest markers of Khmer identity because of its image as a living link to Angkor and its perceived function as a bridge to the spirit world. Thus, memory in dance defines the nation across time and space both in the realm of mortals and in the realm of gods. 
Moreover, the following institutions mediate conflicting versions of national memory. First, traditional Khmer dance as a source of national memory reflects the three modes of creative production of the Khmer nation.  Second, traditional Khmer dance as an “institutionalized aesthetic expression” defines identity and mediate conflicting identities. And third, traditional Khmer dance as community mirrors Khmer society and politics in  its system of the manipulation of symbols, rewards, and punishment, albeit at a micro level. 
� Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities (New York: Verso, 1983), pp. 5-6.


� Ross Poole, Nation and Identity (London: Routledge, 1999), p. 12.


� Poole, Nation and Identity, op. cit., p. 13.


� Poole, Ibid. 


� Poole, Nation and Identity, op. cit., p. 58.


�A high degree of affectation may be cultivated through a process of internalization of the blood, sweat, and tears of the past generations.   This view looks at “suffering” or “pain” as long-term investments in the nation that may be observed in patriotic songs, monuments, and markers for the war dead, among others. 


� This decidedly open definition of dance allows the inclusion of other events such as marriage ceremonies, processions, offering rituals, and many others in the category of dance.


� This writer has opted to use the modifier traditional because of its inclusive meaning.  The labels for court/classical as well as folk may fall under this category. Tradition “refers to any human practice, belief, institution or artifact that is handed down from one generation to the next…it typically refers to some element of culture regarded as the common inheritance of a social group.”


� In this manner, traditional Khmer dance may be seen as a convergence of ethics and aesthetics.  The Reamker is, in a sense, the aesthetically expressed Khmer version of Confucian ethics where a rectification names and action is urged.


� The Chanchhaya is recreated in the Royal University of Fine Arts (RUFA) as a rehearsal hall.  It may also help to note that Cambodian performers hardly rehearse on full-scale proscenium stages.  The Bassac National Theater burned a few years back, and the renovated Chatumouk is reserved mainly for conferences.  The only proscenium venue is the newly renovated theater at RUFA which opened in 2001.  


� The acceptance of male dancers into the royal troupe in the 1940s is discussed in Toni Samantha Phin and Ashley Thompson, Dance in Cambodia (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999).  The performances seen by this writer clearly showed a division of roles based on gender.  The gods, monkeys (oddly, the head monkey that in myth ought to be Surgiva looks more like Hanuman because of the white costume, perhaps another budgetary concern )and the demons are men, while the apsaras are women. The only remnant of the classical method of assigning roles is seen in the role of the lead demon played by a woman.   


� The Khmer dancers seem to exhibit great patience under the most appalling conditions.  The rehearsals for the millenium performance were sometimes conducted under the heat of the afternoon sun.  In another performance for a conference of the Red Cross and Red Crescent organizations held at the Hotel Sofitel Cambodiana in 2001, the dancers were not given dressing rooms and were made to wait in ankle-deep water outside the conference room while the host gave a long speech, much to the irritation of the Princess Buppha Devi.  The millenium performance was delayed for two hours, most probably due to the late arrival of the officials who had to deliver similarly lengthy speeches.   A mad rush to secure seats was reported to have happened, and the thousands of insects lured from the nearby forest by the floodlights did not help in defining the aesthetic or dramatic moment.


� Again a stage was hastily set up, and the Dean Proeung Chhieng took charge of hammering down the nails that remained sticking out of the floor. About three hours before the performance, the dancers were already busily preparing their costumes, makeup, and props in the exhibit halls containing the sacred and definitely priceless images of the gods!  Some of the costumes were tightly sewn onto the bodies of the dancers, depriving them of any form of relief for the next five hours or so.


� This writer notes this observation because of the stated goals of the UNESCO in the area of cultural preservation and the distinct possibility of damage to the artifacts in and around the courtyard in case one of the guests falls over or brushes against them. 


� Noted in Ian Mabbet and David Chandler, The Khmers (UK: Blackwell, 1995) p. 8.  This writer also disagrees with the appellation “Khmers” and instead proposes the use of “the Khmer” to refer to the collective.  


� “Stillness in motion, motion in stillness” is a  piece choreograph by Philippine pangalay dance guru, Ligaya Fernando-Amilbangsa in 1999.  She often uses this phrase to describe the aesthetics of slow movement suspending time and space seen in the dance traditions of Southeast Asia.


� An explanation of the origins and aesthetics of Khmer folk dances is found in Chan Moly Sam and Sam-Ang Sam, Khmer Folk Dances (Newington, Connecticut: Khmer Studies Institute, 1987), chapter 1.  The limbering exercises taught to folk-dance students are the same as that for the classical-dance students.


� Martin Shay discusses the function of folk-dance repertoire in creating images of a happy nation united in its diversity in “Choreographic Politics: The State Folk Ensemble,” in Basilio Esteban Villaruz and Leonila Bondoy, eds., Dance in Revolution, Revolution in Dance (Manila: World Dance Alliance-Philippines, 1999), pp. 28-45.  The ethnic Vietnamese communities of the great lake, Tonle Sap are not included among the 22 ethnolinguistic groups represented in the Cambodian folk-dance repertoire. 


� A long-time French resident of Phnom Penh, who for reasons of close relations with the royalty and artists wishes to stay anonymous, says that the Bamboo Dance is from the Philippines while the Peacock of the Pailin Dance is from Myanmar.  These leads should be investigated by future researchers.  There is also some talk about a visiting Filipino folk dance group that influenced the creation of these dances.  When asked about the Bamboo Dance, Dean Proeung Chhieng did not exactly confirm nor deny the provenance. Instead, he just said, “Our  countries share many cultural things.”  (Personal interview, March 2001).


� This writer unwittingly took part in this ritual held in October 1999 just after the opening of classes at the RUFA.  By taking pictures of the event and by staying on until the end, he technically attended the ritual.  Afterwards, by drinking from a silver bowl of jasmine-scented water offered by the Dean, he was technically blessed by the divinity (as explained by the gregarious Dean, who probably was also blessed by the divinity for his clever way of bringing an outsider into the world of Khmer dance).


� A detailed description is provided in Chan Moly Sam, Khmer Court Dance (Newington, Connecticut: Khmer Studies Institute, 1987), Chapter 2.


� The best compilation of narratives about the lives of dance masters during the war is in Toni Shapiro, Dance and the Spirit of Cambodia (Ann Arbor, Michigan: UMI Dissertation Services, 1994).








� Ham Samnang, “Local Art Club Hopes to Spark New Khmer Renaissance,” The Cambodia Daily, March 7, 2001, p.20.  The RUFA teachers also take on extra work as consultants for TV and other entertainment firms, while students take modeling jobs but only with the permission of the RUFA through their teachers.  The demand for RUFA teachers and students in the entertainment field stems from the fact that traditional dance, or at least its movement vocabulary, still figures prominently in TV programs, karaoke clips, and print ads. Moreover, in the social context, they are still considered de rigeur in events like marriages, anniversaries, and the like.


� The classroom atmosphere is highly formal.  Students go through their exercises and the teachers (usually a master with a younger assistant) wield a thin cane stick.  All conventions are, however, temporarily done away with at breakfast, which is taken at a makeshift restaurant behind the folk-dance building, with its own cast of vendors, dogs and other creatures, just before the class starts at 7:00 a.m.  The students become children and the teachers become parents or grandparents.  It also turns out that many of them are related to each other, at least through affinity.  


� The average wage of a teacher is US$25/month.  At the time of research, this writer was informed that the salaries have been delayed for four months.  The most respected teachers live on campus in conditions that cannot be described as comfortable. Yit Sarin lives in a room that has a space of less than 5 x 5 meters.


� This writer favors Ms. Sam Satya, who is most expressive and radiant in her portrayal of Mekhala, Sita, and as one of the Apsaras.  She teaches at the RUFA and is supposed to have the advantage of studying under the best teachers. The Princess seems to favor Phalla, undoubtedly most deserving of the role of the lead Apsara and perhaps the most beautiful among the dancers of her generation.   The mid-1950s to 1960s unquestionably belongs to the Princess herself.


� Peaklica was gunned down in front of a bicycle shop in Central Phnom Penh.  Many Cambodians relate to her life story as a child orphaned by the Khmer Rouge but who grew up to be a classical dancer.  Stories linking her death to the wife of a high-ranking government official is mentioned in Sarah Rooney, “An affair to die for.” Good Weekend, September 23, 2000, pp. 28-32.  
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