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Abstract

This research study is focused on the perspectives on ‘being Khmer' in these 4
main aspects—arts, culture, beliefs and society, as found in Thai novels. The novels
studied are as follows: 1) Amarittalai (Chintawee Wiwat', 1976) 2) Khmerin-inthira
(K. Surangkhanang, 1988) 3) Hup Khao Kin Khon (Mala Khamchan, 1989) 4) Nang Man
(Phenai Phiangsun, 1993) 5) Suriyavaraman (Thommayanti, 1996) 6) Cham Lak Wai Nai
Phaen Din (Kritsana Asoksin, 1998) 7) Soisaengchan (Phongsathon, 2003) 8) Sombat
Kamphut (Phan Phongnak, 2004) 9) Apsara (M.L. Kunlarat Thewakun, 2004) and 10) Mon
Apsara (Oraphim, 2006).

The study found that the novelists produced their works for social communication
to present Thai beliefs, feelings and views about Khmers and their society, in the form of
concrete, easily understandable stories. These novels clearly present being Khmer by
using symbols that represent the Khmer identity. The symbols used most are ancient
Khmer arts — architecture, sculpture and bas reliefs of Khmer temples. For example,
Khmer stone temples are'used to represent the image of a mysterious place, statues of
Khmer Gods and the accompanying precious decorations refer to the refinement of high-
class Khmer fine arts, the enormity of ancient Khmer treasures and the auspicious power
of the Khmer Gods. Apsara bas-reliefs refer to the beauty of women, Khmer style.

Many of the novels convey deep-seated Thai beliefs of Khmers as skilled in
magic, spells and curses. The use of black magic and curses is a very important theme in
many of the stories. References to the sacredness of Khmer antiques and the power of
Khmer black magic add lifelikeness to the novels and reproduce Thai beliefs about the
presence of mysterious, supernatural elements in Khmer society, and about the sorcery
skills of Khmers.

Moreover, 'images of being Khmer vary depending on the state of Khmer society in
different eras. The novelists view that Khmer-ness in the ancient times was characterized
by highly developed arts, culture and political power in the region. Moving on from the
ancient times, the image of Khmers prosperous in various ways is gradually replaced with
images of decline and underdevelopment. Many creative arts are discontinued. The
Khmer people themselves live difficult lives plagued by civil war and foreign interference.
The novels also reflect the cultural, societal and geographic closeness of Thais and
Khmers and their complicated relationship with each other, characterized simultaneously

by friendship and mutual lack of trust.

*

The authors’ and the novels’ names are here given in the official Royal Thai Institute General System
of Transcription (RTGS), but authors may prefer alternative Romanizations.
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