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THE URN LIBRARY

INSPIRED BY THE CONCEPT OF A
STUPA BEING BLESSED FROM HEAVEN

By Sun Pora

The Urn Library, located at Wat Langka in Phnom
Penh, 1s meticul reflect the unique ambiance of Cambodia.
In addition to its functional aspects, the design of the
library also places significant emphasis on safety, optimal
air circulation, and ample natural lighting. All windows

are elegantly adorned with steel bars and glasses. On the
north and east sides, the library is equipped with awning
windows, strategically designed to ensure sufficient air
circulation, and maintain moderate temperatures within
the room, thereby effectively preventing the rapid decay
of the urns. Furthermore, the interior of the room has
been thoroughly ornamented with traditional Khmer
decorative patterns, adding an authentic touch to the
overall aesthetic. Throughout the design process, our
utmost priority was to create a space that serves as a
respectful sacred site while also promoting a conducive
learning environment, while simultaneously creating an
atmosphere that lessens any potential anxiety or fear among
visitors. Embellishing each wall surface are exquisite printed
artworks portraying gods, goddesses (i.e. Kenors), and
other mythical characters elegantly showering flowers as
a solemn tribute to the deceased. Collectively, these
elements create a celestial setting, evoking a heavenly vista.
These captivating artworks are commonly referred to
as "Boke" style paintings, a renowned form of Khmer
art that gained popularity during the early 1900s. They
were commonly used as the decorative elements of
pagodas across Cambodia during that period. In the
creation of a "Boke" style painting, the initial step is to
ensure a smooth and even wall surface. Following this,
an additional layer of paint is applied to create a smooth
and seamless finish. Subsequently, the artists proceed
to sketch the desired shape of the "Kbach" (ornament)
or character on a sheet of paper. They then carefully
cut out this shape, creating a template to be used as a
mold. Next, the artist affixes the mold onto the wall and
delicately applies golden paint to the shape using a
paintbrush, carefully following the outline provided by the
mold. Lastly, the artist carefully removes the mold from
the wall, completing the process. In this context, "Boke"
refers to the technique of applying paint lightly, following
the outline provided by the mold. Flowery artworks are
utilized as ornamental decorations on each lintel of the
library. A floating monument painting, fixed onto the
west wall, 1s positioned on top of phoenixes; within the
monument, a list of donors and dates is inscribed. The
phoenix,amythological creature, servesasthefoundational
support for this celestial monument. The concept of the
floating monument, which has been incorporated into
the design, draws inspiration from traditional Khmer
temples dating back to the 7th century. These temples are
located in the Isanapura area of Kampong Thom province.
In front of the window, there is a five-layered seat holds
a Buddha statue positioned on top. The Buddha statue
is depicted in the Bhumisparsha Mudra, also known as
the Earth Touching Gesture. This significant gesture
symbolizes the Buddha, facing eastward, imparting the
Thamajak Dharma, representing the foundational
teachings, to a group of five Buddisht monks.
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THE URN LIBRARY

THE ONGOING STRUGGLE TO RESPOND TO
CULTURAL GENOCIDE OF THE PAST, AND
WHICH CONTINUES TODAY

By YOUK CHHANG

The history of the Urn Library
is deeply connected to the
modern history of Cambodia
and Cambodians’ struggle to
reclaim their past

In 2015, my sister, Keo Kolthida Ekkasakh,
passed away after a long struggle with cancer.
She was born deaf as the youngest of five sisters,
two years apart from me, and we were best
friends throughout life. Her death was extremely
difficult for me, and I committed to becoming a
monk at Wat Langka (pagoda) after she died. In
the wake of her death, the monks encouraged
me to meditate by walking around the pagoda. I
walked around Preah Vihear of Wat Langka and
by accident I noticed a light coming from near the
lamp of the Buddha statue. I was able to convince
the monks to move the statue to see where the
light was coming from. It took 15 people to move
the cement Buddha aside and they found a hidden
cave that was locked behind a large gate. The
gateway looked very dark and spooky, but we
decided to open the gate to find out what was
behind it. When we opened it, we found piles

and piles of urns that were covered in cobwebs,
dust, and spiders.

Wat Langka gave me permission to remove
the urns to catalogue and photograph them and
we identified 464 urns. Because Wat Langka
has yet to find the remains of Venerable Preah
Nhanapavaravichea Louis Em (Vajirappanno), it
is believed that his remains may actually be among
these several hundred urns. The Venerable Preah
Nhanapavaravichea Louis Em (Vajirappanno)
was the first head of the pagoda in 1912, and
he is attributed with the extraordinary honor
of having completed the building of this sacred
pagoda.

Most urns had degraded to such a degree
that it was impossible to identify the writing on
them, let alone determine their age. Some urns are
dated, and we can say that they were left during
Cambodia’s civil war in the 1980s and a few from
the early 1990s. However, we came to learn, and
it is our belief that, many of these urns were
abandoned during the evacuation of Phnom
Penh in 1975.

Shortly after the Khmer Rouge entered
Phnom Penh in April 1975, they forced the en-
tire population to leave the city to live and work
in cooperatives. People were forced to leave the

city with only the items they could carry, and




some people brought their family’s remains to
Wat Langka for safe keeping presumably with
the expectation that they could claim the urns
when they returned to Phnom Penh.

The monk who accepted these urns from
the 1970s has since died and, apparently when he

died, the knowledge of this hidden cave passed

with him because no one at Wat Langka was

aware of this secret cave until it was rediscovered
in 2015

With the generous assistance from the
U.S. Embassy, the U.S. Agency for International
Development, and the U.S. Navy Seabees in
Japan, we had ten wooden cabinets built for the
urns and the urns are currently secured in these
cabinets in Wat Langka today. Since discovering
the urns and putting them into a more respectful
place in Wat Langka, we have made
announcements about the existence of these
urns with the hope that families would come
forward to claim them. According to Buddhist

tradition, these urns cannot be abandoned, and




they have to be treated respectfully. However, it

has been almost 8 years since our discovery of

these urns and only 9 families have come forward
to claim them. We believe that at least for those
urns left during the evacuation of Phnom Penh,
there are no family members alive who were
present during the evacuation of 1975 to reclaim
these urns.

After further discussion with the Head
of the Wat Langka (pagoda), Samdech Preah
Thammalikhet Dr. Sao Chanthol, and his
pagoda committee, they decided to dedicate an
entire set of rooms in Wat Langka to not only
hold these urns but also serve as a library and a
place for visitors to learn, meditate, and reflect
upon the history, culture, and spiritual meaning
of the urns in the context of Cambodia’s identi-
ty, Buddhist tradition, and humanity in general.

Wat Langka has even set aside 2 small rooms for

guests to stay overnight and another room for
praying. This is the story of “The Urn Library’ at
Wat Langka, which houses the urns, a history
book about the library, and other historical and
religious texts.

In many ways, preserving and protecting
these urns is an extension of fulfilling Raphael
Lemkin’s vision since 1944 of preventing and
punishing the crime of genocide. Before we
arrived at our current legal definition of the crime
of genocide, Lemkin identified the destruction of
cultural artifacts and heritage as a kind of cultural
genocide. The work in reclaiming, respecting,
and protecting these urns, which were nearly
lost to the Khmer Rouge regime almost 50 years
ago in the evacuation of Phnom Penh, is a
work in furtherance of the ongoing struggle to
respond to cultural genocide of the past and
which continues to plague Cambodia and
humanity today.

— Khmer Times

Yin Nean & Ly David
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'HISTOIRE OUBLIEE DE LA
BIBLIOTHEQUE DES URNES
DU WAT LANGKA

By YOUK CHHANG

L’histoire de la bibliothéque des
urnes est profondément liée a
P’histoire moderne du Cambodge
et a la lutte des Cambodgiens
pour se réapproprier leur passé

En 2015, masceur, Keo Kolthida Ekkasakh,
est décédée apres une longue lutte contre le
cancer. Elle était née sourde et était la plus jeune
de cinq sceurs, avec deux ans d’écart avec moi,
et nous étions les meilleurs amis du monde tout
au long de notre vie. Sa mort a été extrémement
difficile pour moi, et je me suis engagé a devenir
moine au Wat Langka (pagode) apres sa mort.

Apres son déces, les moines m’ont
encouragé a méditer en marchant autour de la
pagode. Je me suis promené autour de Preah
Vihear du Wat Langka et j’ai remarqué par
hasard une lumiere provenant de la lampe de la
statue de Bouddha. J’ai réussi a convaincre les
moines de déplacer la statue pour voir d’ou venait
la lumiere. Il a fallu 15 personnes pour déplacer
le Bouddha en ciment et ils ont découvert une
grotte cachée qui était fermée derricre une
grande porte. Le portail semblait trés sombre
et effrayant, mais nous avons décidé de I'ouvrir

pour découvrir ce qu’il y avait derriere. Lorsque
nous I’avons ouverte, nous avons trouvé des piles
et des piles d’urnes couvertes de toiles d’araignée
et de poussiere.

BIBLIOTHEQUE DES URNES
DU WAT LANGKA

Wat Langka m’a autorisé a sortir les urnes
pour les cataloguer et les photographier et nous
avonsidentifié 464 urnes. Comme Wat Langkan’a
pas encore retrouvé les restes du Vénérable Preah
Nhanapavaravichea Louis Em (Vajirappanno),

on pense que ses restes pourraient se trouver

parmi ces centaines d’urnes. Le Vénérable Preah
Nhanapavaravichea Louis Em (Vajirappanno) a
¢té le premier chef de la pagode en 1912, et on lui
attribue ’honneur extraordinaire d’avoir achevé
la construction de cette pagode sacrée.

La plupart des urnes étaient tellement
dégradées qu’il était impossible d’identifier
Iécriture qu’elles portaient, et encore moins de
déterminer leur age. Certaines urnes sont datées,
et nous pouvons dire qu’elles ont été laissées
pendant la guerre civile au Cambodge dans les
années 1980, et quelques-unes au début des
annces 1990. Cependant, nous avons appris, et
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Morm Sophat, Yin Nean and Teav Samphors

c’est notre conviction que beaucoup de ces urnes
ont été abandonnées lors de I’évacuation de
Phnom Penh en 1975.

Peu apres I'entrée des Khmers rouges dans
Phnom Penh en avril 1975, ils ont forcé toute la
population a quitter la ville pour vivre et travailler
dans des coopératives. Les gens ont été obligés a
quitter la capitale avec seulement les objets qu’ils
pouvaient transporter, et certaines personnes ont
apporté les restes de leur famille au Wat Langka
pour les mettre en sécurité — probablement
dans ’espoir de pouvoir réclamer les urnes a leur
retour a Phnom Penh.

BIBLIOTHEQUE DES URNES
DU WAT LANGKA

Le moine qui a accepté ces urnes dans les
années 1970 est décédé depuis et, apparemment,
la connaissance de cette grotte cachée a disparu
avec lui, car personne au Wat Langka n’était au
courant de cette grotte secrete jusqu’a ce quelle
soit redécouverte en 2015.

Avec l'aide généreuse de I’ambassade
des Etats-Unis, de ’Agence américaine pour le
développement international et des Seabees de
la marine américaine au Japon, nous avons fait
construire dix armoires en bois pour les urnes, qui
sont aujourd’hui conservées dans ces armoires
au Wat Langka.

Depuis que nous avons découvert les urnes
et que nous les avons placées dans un endroit
plus respectueux au Wat Langka, nous avons fait
des annonces sur 'existence de ces urnes dans
I'espoir que des familles se manifestent pour les
réclamer. Selon la tradition bouddhiste, ces urnes
ne peuvent étre abandonnées et doivent étre
traitées avec respect. Cependant, pres de huit ans
se sont écoulés depuis la découverte de ces urnes
et seules neuf familles se sont manifestées pour
les réclamer. Nous pensons qu’au moins pour
les urnes laissées lors de 1’évacuation de Phnom
Penh, il n’y a pas de membres de la famille en vie
qui étaient présents lors de I’évacuation de 1975
pour réclamer ces urnes.




Apres avoir discuté avec le chef du Wat
Langka (pagode), Samdech Preah Thammalikhet
Dr Sao Chanthol, et son comité de pagode, ils ont
décidé de dédier un ensemble de pieces du Wat
Langka non seulement pour conserver ces urnes,
mais aussi pour servir de bibliothéque et d’endroit
ou les visiteurs peuvent apprendre, méditer et
réfléchir sur 'histoire, la culture et la signification
spirituelle des urnes dans le contexte de I'identité
du Cambodge, de la tradition bouddhiste et de
I’humanité en général.

Le Wat Langka a méme réservé deux
petites chambres pour que les visiteurs puissent
y passer la nuit, ainsi qu’une autre salle pour la
priere. C’est Ihistoire de la «bibliotheque des
urnes» du Wat Langka, qui abrite ces urnes,
un livre d’histoire sur la bibliothéque et d’autres
textes historiques et religieux.

A bien des égards, la préservation et la
protection de ces urnes s’inscrivent dans le
prolongement de la vision de Raphael Lemkin qui,
depuis 1944, vise a prévenir et a punir le crime
de génocide. Avant d’en arriver a la définition
juridique actuelle du crime de génocide, Lemkin a
identifié la destruction d’artefacts et de patrimoine
culturels comme une sorte de génocide culturel.
La récupération, de respect et de protection de
ces urnes, qui ont failli étre perdues par le régime
des Khmers rouges il y a pres de 50 ans lors de
I’évacuation de Phnom Penh, est un travail qui
s’inscrit dans la lutte permanente pour répondre
au génocide culturel du passé, qui continue
d’affliger le Cambodge et ’humanité aujourd’hui.

— Cambodgemag | Presse magazine francophone
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