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This week we continue the theme of space in the sense of our surroundings and environment. In 
particular, we will talk about how architecture defines the space around us. Architecture is important 
because it shapes every part of our daily lives. It provides the shelters we live in, the places we work in, 
and the public spaces where we connect with others.  

Whether we are aware or not, architecture can influence our social interactions and emotional 
experiences in small and major ways. The design of a building can influence how we feel when we enter 
it. The look of a building can also shape a community’s identity and how we engage with others and the 
environment. 

We begin this theme of architecture by traveling back to the 12th century CE (Common Era) to explore 
outstanding works of architecture in the world that still stand today. These structures reflect the people 
and countries that were great powers during those times. We start with Cambodia and Angkor Wat. 
 
Warm Up Question: How do you think architecture influences how we feel and interact with others? 
 
Vocabulary: Match the words to their meanings.  

1. ambition (am-bish-uhn) 
A. any building or large structure from a past age, regarded to be of 

historical importance and sometimes built to honor someone 

2. architecture  
(ahr-ki-tek-cher) 

B. the military missions taken by the Christians of Europe between 
1095 and 1291, primarily to recapture Jerusalem and the Holy Land 
from Muslim control 

3. breakthrough (brayk-throo)  
C. a strong desire to achieve or take something such as power, wealth, 

land or fame and the willingness to work hard to attain it 

4. Crusades (kroo-saydz) D. large and heavy or solid; bulky and huge 

5. defensive  (dih-fen-siv) E. the quality, condition, or fact of being exact and accurate 

6. immense (ih-mens) F. decorative, like a decoration 

7. masonry (may-suhn-ree) G. vast; huge; very great and broad 

8. massive  (mas-iv) H. serving to protect; made to resist attack; protective 

9. monument 
(mon-yuh-ment) 

I. the profession of designing buildings, open areas, communities, and 
other human-made structures and environments   

10. ornamental 
(or-nuh-men-tl) 

J. an important or sudden advance, development, achievement, or 
improvement in knowledge   

11. precision (pree-sizh-uhn) K. never before known or experienced; not experienced before 

12. unprecedented  
(uhn-pres-i-den-tid) 

L. the art of building structures from stone, brick, or 
similar material that are laid out in a pattern and 
connected together by mortar or cement  

 ANSWERS : 1 –C; 2 - I; 3 -J; 4 –B; 5 – H; 6 – G; 7 – L; 8 – D; 9 – A; 10 – F; 11 - E; 12 - K 
 

DIALOG 
 
Tim:  Joe’s ambition to study architecture started when he saw some monuments in Asia and Europe. 
Sam: Yes, he told me he saw some massive monuments that were built during the early Crusades. 
Tim: He loves the ornamental masonry of some of the defensive fortresses. 
Sam: Yes, some of the detail work is done with such precision. It was a breakthrough at the time. 
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The Twelfth Century World: Famous Architectural Sites 
 

In the 12th century, architectural wonders across the world reflected a period of immense religious 
and political ambition. In China, architecture underwent a "technical revolution" during the Song 
Dynasty (960–1279 CE). This era favored elegance and structural precision over the massive, heavy 
forms of earlier periods. 

Similarly, in 12th-century Europe, architecture changed dramatically as the light-filled, vertical 
Gothic (gah-thik) style replaced the heavy, fortress-like "Roman-like" style. This shift was driven by a 
series of engineering breakthroughs that allowed buildings to reach unprecedented heights. 

In 12th-century Egypt, architecture moved away from ornamental, ceremonial architecture toward 
a military and defensive focus, largely in response to the Crusades. 

On the other side of the world in the Americas, the Ancestral Puebloan culture around present-day 
Colorado reached a peak of architectural and engineering advancement from 1075 to 1300. These 
people shifted from scattered pit houses to massive, multi-story masonry. 

In Peru, the Chimú Kingdom became the dominant coastal power. It centered its architectural 
advancements in its capital, Chan Chan, in northern Peru. There, architects developed massive, 
rectangular walled compounds or groups of homes.  

Finally, in Southeast Asia the Khmer Empire reached its highest point with the construction of the 
world's largest religious monument – Angkor Wat in present day Cambodia.  

The locations of these examples are shown in the world map below. At different times this year, we 
will discuss these famous examples of 12th century architecture. Today, we start with Angkor Wat which 
is located in northwest Cambodia. 

 

 

ad Angkor Wat 
Cambodia 

ad Notre Dame 
Paris, France 

ad Liuhe Ta 
Hangzhou 
China 

ad Cliff Palace 
Colorado 

ad Saladin Citadel 
Alexandria, Egypt 

ad Chan Chan 
Peru 
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Angkor Wat 
 

The Khmer Empire, an ancient Cambodian state, 
ruled immense areas of southeast Asia from about 802 to 
1431 CE. Khmer (k-MAIRE) is the name of the dominant 
ethnic group and official language of Cambodia. 

The empire included present day Cambodia (the 
heartland), Thailand, Laos, and southern Vietnam. It also 
extended into parts of modern-day Myanmar, the Malay 
Peninsula and all the way to southern China. It reached 
the peak of its power between the 11th and 13th 
centuries. 

 
The Khmer Empire shaped much of the political 

history and artistic traditions of Southeast Asia, 
particularly of Thailand and Laos. Like other early 
Southeast Asian kingdoms, it was heavily influenced by 
Indian customs in political organization, culture, and 
religion.  

 
For most of the empire’s history, its capital 

was Angkor (ang-kor). Angkor served as the 
royal center of a long line of Khmer kings. They 
ruled one of the largest, most prosperous, and 
most sophisticated kingdoms in the history of 
Southeast Asia.  

 
At the height of its power in the 12th 

century, the empire was ruled by the emperor 
Suryavarman II (SOOR-yuh-var-mun the 
second). Up to that time, the empire had built numerous advanced construction projects. The most 
notable of them was Angkor Wat (ang-kor wat).  

 
Angkor Wat means the “City of Temples”. It is the largest religious complex in the world and is 

located on over 400 acres. It was constructed between 1113 and 1150 CE. The monument reflects the 
immense power and wealth, and the impressive architectural, artistic, and 
engineering knowledge of the ancient Khmer.  

 
While Angkor Wat is now a Buddhist temple, its original religious ornamental 

designs came from Hinduism. The temple was dedicated to the god Vishnu. The five 
central towers of Angkor Wat symbolize the peaks of Mount Meru.  

By Leon Petrosyan - Own work, CC BY-SA 3.0, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=30982360 

The Khmer Empire at its height (in red). 
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Aerial view of the main Angkor Wat complex, Angkor, Cambodia. © Hu Xiao Fang/Shutterstock.com 

 
According to Hindu mythology, Mount Meru is a golden mountain that stands in the center of the 

universe. It is where the Hindu gods live. The mountain is said to be surrounded by an ocean. Angkor 
Wat is surrounded by an enormous moat that suggests this mythical ocean at the edge of the world.  

 
A 617-foot (188-meter) bridge allows access to the temple. It is reached by passing through three 

galleries, each separated by a paved walkway. The temple walls are covered with sculptures of very high 
quality representing Hindu gods and ancient Khmer mythological and historical scenes. 

 
 Satellite pictures have revealed Angkor Wat's elaborate water management network. During its 

peak in the 11th to the 13th centuries, it was the most extensive pre-industrial urban complex in the 
world. The entire complex contains more than a thousand temples and other buildings. Almost one 
million people lived in Angkor Wat at its height. 

 
After the Cham people of modern-day Vietnam attacked Angkor in 1177, the Khmer king at the time 

decided that the Hindu gods had failed him. So, he built a new capital nearby and dedicated it to 
Buddhism. Thereafter, Angkor Wat became a Buddhist shrine, and many of its carvings and statues of 
Hindu deities were replaced by Buddhist art.  

 
By the early 15th century Angkor was nearly abandoned in the Cambodian jungle. Buddhist monks 

tried to maintain Angkor Wat, which remained an important religious site. But it fell into disrepair. It 
was “rediscovered” by explorer Henri Mouhot (ahn-REE MOO-oh) after the French colonial regime was 
established in 1863. 
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In the 20th century various restoration programs were undertaken, but they were suspended amid 

the political unrest that engulfed Cambodia in the 1970s. By the mid-1980s, the required repairs were 
extensive. 

 
Notably, sections had to be dismantled 

and rebuilt. In 1992 the Angkor complex, 
which included Angkor Wat, was designated 
a World Heritage site by UNESCO and was 
immediately added to the list of World 
Heritage in Danger.  

 
After that, restoration efforts increased, 

and Angkor was removed from the danger 
list in 2004. Today Angkor Wat is one of the 
most important religious sites in Southeast 
Asia and a popular tourist attraction. The 
temple complex appears on the Cambodian 
flag. 

 
 

 
Discussion Questions 
1. Have you ever been to Angkor Wat?  
2. What is your impression of Angkor Wat? How does it make you feel? 
3. Would you like to visit Angkor Wat?  
4. Have you been to other Hindu or Buddhist temples? How do they compare with Angkor Wat? 
5. In the 12th century, many large monuments were built by different groups of people all over the 

world independently. Do you think it is natural for humans to want to build monuments? Why? 
6. Why do you think emperors and kings want to build immense monuments like this? 
7. What kinds of messages do monuments like Angkor Wat send to someone who visits the site? 
8. Do you think constructing monuments like this is a good use of resources for a country? 
9. How has Angkor Wat shaped Cambodia’s identity?  
10. Can a monument like this be built in modern times? 

 
If you want to learn more about Angkor Wat, this article from Britannica Encyclopedia is a good 
introduction: Angkor Wat -- Britannica Library 
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