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Everything (at Angkor Wat)
-- nature, matter, decoration --
seems to pray.

George Groslier (40)



SHAPING IDENTITY: ANGKOR WAT 

There is something quite remarkable about walking around outside and inside 
one of the largest religious structures in the world. From outside it appears as a 
reference to a huge mountain, eight towers surrounding the ninth that rises over 
190 feet above the ground. Its splendid silhouette suggests Mount Meru, the 
Hindu home of the gods. Each of the three foursided surrounding walls calls 
forth a reverent recognition that the space inside is sacred; the land is holy. And 
to enter through any of the four gates of the outermost wall is to experience a 
profound separation from the daily give-and-take of city or countryside. Angkor 
Wat is not a common place.

The exploration of the temple is consciousness-raising. In the center a great 
square building of large stones has a magnetic quality that draws one closer and 
invites one to climb its steeply rising stairs. But the surrounding walkways and 
covered corridors are functional paths that lead around the enclosed temple. The 
extensive outer walkway that surrounds the temple complex covers splendid bas-
reliefs on its inner wall. Stories from Reamker, the Cambodian version of the 
Hindu Ramayana, unfold in amazing revelations of the lives of the gods who 
were so much a part of King Suryavarman II, builder of Angkor Wat in the first 
half of the 12th century. Each of the four inner walls of this gallery illustrates 
selected stories, as if they are describing the actions of the gods in the lives of all
who enter, especially in the life of the ruler and his nation, the Khmer people.

One of these extensive scenes is the “Churning of the Ocean of Milk,” extending 
160 feet. This is the myth of an eternal tug of war. On the left side, Ravana 
leads the asuras (demons) who seem to hug and pull the great Naga serpent in 
opposition to the celestial gods on the right who are roused by Hanuman, the 
monkey god. All the asuras lean left in close and tidy rhythmic fashion. All the 
gods mirror their opponents, leaning right. The great Naga in the middle is stilled 
in stone, but the scene suggests the eternal struggle--the churning--from which 
springs the ambrosia of immortality. Apsaras rise from the foam and hover above 

In Angkor, [an integrated conception of the universe] was 
reflected by a harmonious combination of a powerful political 
organization, a strong, centralized, and uniform society, and 
fabulous technical organization for rice cultivation. And over 
these elements was an artistic genius and deep religious belief.

George Groslier (White 559)



this endless tug of war. This is the Hindu creation myth, a visual expression of 
the great tension that finds a home in the heart of all beings through the world. 
The apsaras are the dancers whose graceful beauty inspired then and inspires 
still today the very dance that has been so central to the Cambodian people, 
young and old, throughout the ages.

This exterior gallery extending around the temple has a gate on each side and 
four corner pavilions. On the west side is the main gate, and within the wall on 
this side were built two libraries, one in each corner. The gates on each side open 
up into a large inner courtyard; the paths themselves are flanked by gopuras 
(pavilions) that lead to the middle wall and its four gates. Steps lead up to these 
middle wall gates, there is a tower at each corner, and on the west side there are 
two more libraries. Inside the middle wall is another courtyard that surrounds 
yet a third enclosure with four additional towers, one at each corner, each 
significantly higher than the ones at the second enclosure. From here the stairs 
climb to the central shrine, located in the ninth tower which is the highest peak 
at the center of the architectural design. The gradual rising separates visitors 
from the land below and the space around. And the central shrine gives the sense 
of now being located at the heart of Mount Meru, the holy place where the gods
(and now you) are found. This is where all infinity gathers and breaks loose.

The exercise of entry and climbing is repeated in variations throughout the 
many temple complexes located around Angkor. Each has its own unique form, 
realizing the many ways in which one might experience the presence of the divine. 
But Angkor Wat is larger, more complex in its design, and extensively decorated. 
It is the pinnacle of Khmer architectural achievement, grandest in vision and 
achievement. And its religious history is the most inclusive as well: first Hindu, 
later Buddhist, and seemingly always animist at some level of awareness. 

The identity of the Khmer people has been centered in this structure since its 
creation 900 years ago. It was built by the extended labor of the people. The 
image of Angkor Wat is on Cambodian currency and on its flag. Other smaller 
temples mimic aspects of the design and decoration. The deep religious nature 
of its presence continues to inspire Cambodians as well as visitors on pilgrimage 
seeking spiritual formation. This is a central image of identity for individuals 
and for a people. In the early 20th century, scholar George Groslier’s extensive 
research led to his observations of the impact of Angkor Wat on the identity of 
the Cambodian people. He noted that its centralized plan reflects the centralized 
political power; that this leads to a uniformity within social structures; and that 
the strong religious and artistic expressions of the people are evident in the 
temple itself (White 559).



Much has been made of the fact that the temples of Angkor are on par with 
other great creations of the human spirit: The Pyramids of Egypt, the Temples 
of Greece, the Gothic Cathedrals dotting the landscape of Europe. Indeed, each 
comes from a unique vision that ties to a distinct culture and offers a powerful 
impact on the subsequent life and imagination of its people. While we can 
understand the specific influence on local peoples, we must also realize the 
universal nature of such magnificent structures. 

Angkor Wat invites visitors into the center of its mandala-like design, giving 
the impression of walking into the essential heartbeat of all of life. The large 
stones used in this massive structure make us aware that this temple was created 
at enormous human effort. The path that leads into the temple is long, and it 
eventually requires some effort to climb the steps that lead upward. Exploration 
of the decoration demands intellectual and spiritual sensitivity, from the bas-
reliefs of apsaras and narratives of the gods to the cult images of Shiva and 
Buddha. And the arrival at the interior space of the central tower is akin to 
awakening, a moment of awareness that the infinite and infinitesimal are one. 
Such a process of encounter is symbolic of the discovery of one’s deep interior 
life as well as one’s purpose in life.

The walk into is countered by the walk out of as well, the departure. The  
experience is one to be remembered, not one to be maintained. One does 
not eat or sleep within this place called Angkor Wat; one does something 
else, something spiritual. George Groslier commented regarding his temple 
experience, “Everything -- nature, matter, decoration -- seems to pray” (40). 
Perhaps what happens at Angkor Wat is that one prays with the stones, one 
explores personal identity as a sacred consideration, one communes with the 
gods. The gods who inspired the builders continue to create new hearts. The 
spirit that stirred those who envisioned the temple’s possibility continues to stir 
a spirit within its present day guests. The temple that shapes the Khmer identity 
expands to offer new personal discovery to all humanity.

The two photographers in our exhibition present the Temple and its aspects 
in very different ways. When we visit Angkor Wat in the images of Sandra 
Banister, we note that she makes alive the contemporary reality of this place. 
Her amazing sunrise at Angkor is marked by the light catching leaves that float 
on the water in the Bray before the temple. Once a site of Hindu worship, it has 
been a Buddhist temple since the 15th century. She knows this and sensitively 
depicts the Buddhist life that continues to find meaning in these spaces. The 
light is soft, the shadows blend, and meanings emerge in a spirit of warmth. Her 
photography of the apsara is careful: she knows she has chosen but one of the 
1700 apsara images that grace the temple walls. She knows also that these images 



are the inspiration for the dance that is so central to Cambodian life. And in her 
focus on the contemporary dancer, who holds in body and mind the meanings of 
each move, we feel as if we are invited to share the many levels of significance in 
the movements and in the adornments of such beauty. Banister’s work brings us 
into conversation with accessible aspects of the temple. Though vastly complex,
through her eyes they become human in scale.

John McDermott focuses his artistic eye on structure and its location in a more 
ethereal, intangible context. The power of temple architecture is in tension 
with the space around it. Capturing light and shadow, for example, he unfolds 
a Baroque drama; his image lifts the temple to another plane where the stones 
live in conversation with the clouds. Another of his photographs invites us to 
consider terrace levels as if from afar, to look at them as places where the invisible 
gods walk; we see the intensity of the entrance to a temple ground, only to realize 
that if we dare to enter we had better be quiet--as silent as the unseen spirits. 
McDermott’s work lifts the viewer into contemplation of relationships between 
that which has been created by humans and that which exists in a realm beyond 
our own making. His photos of Cambodia are more evocative in their meaning 
than they are documentary. They speak to the imagination and spirit of each 
individual who spends time looking and thinking.

Sheldon Hurst, Curator
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SANDRA BANISTER : BIOGRAPHY 

Sandy is an award-winning photographer whose work has been published in 
notable publications such as National Geographic, Black & White Magazine, 
Popular Photography and Getty Images. She has been juried into several exhibitions 
including the New York Center for Photographic Arts (Soho), Portland Open 
Studios and the Regional Arts & Cultural Council Portable Works collection. 
She has been juried twice into the Lake Oswego Festival of the Arts anchor 
exhibits including winning back-to-back blue ribbons. In addition to her 
landscape work she is also an accomplished portrait photographer. She has been 
a supporter of the Cambodian and African communities locally and continues to 
promote work on Diversity Initiatives through arts and education.

In her book Cambodia Awakening, she writes:

In the half-light between nightmares and dreams...the 
Khmer have emerged. I think somehow we are mistaken
to think the jungle has overtaken the great temples of
Angkor. It would seem they have been held together by
nature itself, only to be resurrected as testimony to the
resiliency of the people themselves.

Cambodia was a seminal experience for me, with the
distinction of working closely with Cambodian friends
and colleagues to open the first school on behalf of the
Golden Leaf Education Foundation; I found a paradox
of human tragedy and beauty that surpassed anything I
could have possibly imagined.

www.focaldreams.com



SANDRA BANISTER: CHECKLIST 

    Running Monk: Ankor Wat, 2013
    Archival canvas print, 35” x 35” 

    Ta Prohm: Angkor Wat, 2014 
    Archival metallic print, 16” x 20” 

    Apsara Dancer, 2015 
    Archival pigment print, 11” x 14” 

    Bayon: Angkor Wat, 2014 
    Archival pigment print, 16” x 20”

    Peace: Angkor Wat, 2017
    Archival pigment print, 11” x 14”

Apsara Relief: Angkor Wat, 2017
Archival pigment print, 11” x 14”

Monk: Angkor Wat, 2014
Archival pigment print, 11” x 17”

Slipping Away: Angkor Wat, 2013
Archival metallic print, 11” x 14”

Angkor Wat Sunrise, 2014
Archival metallic print, 16” x 20” 

Angkor Wat Sunrise, 2011
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JOHN McDERMOTT: BIOGRAPHY  

John McDermott’s meditative style of photography is both spiritual and 
emotional. He often begins by planting himself in a place without a specific 
photographic agenda, “to see what happens, what arrests my vision and what 
threads weave together.”

A native of Little Rock, Arkansas, McDermott worked in editorial and 
commercial studio photography for many years. After a brief hiatus working 
in the feature film industry in Los Angeles, he went to Asia in 1993 and found 
himself back behind the camera as chief photographer at a magazine in Bangkok. 
While covering the region he was drawn to its historical and sacred sites. Over 
the last twenty years Southeast Asia has been his home, and McDermott has 
crossed the region many times in search of places that retain their timeless 
integrity.

McDermott first came to Angkor in 1995 to witness a total eclipse of the sun, then 
returned several times over a period of years to expand his personal photographic 
interpretation of the temples, working with the serendipity of light and shadow 
to create images that capture the essence of the place. As he continued to work 
on his fine art series, McDermott found himself spending more and more time 
in Cambodia He eventually made his home in Siem Reap in 2004, where he 
and his wife Narisara Murray have founded three galleries that exhibit not only 
McDermott’s own photographs but also the work of other photographers from 
across Asia as well as Cambodian artists in a variety of media. He continues his 
personal photography projects across the region.

McDermott’s work is on display as part of the permanent collection at the 
National Museum in Phnom Penh, Cambodia. His photographs are held in 
private collections worldwide and have been printed in numerous books and 
publications, including Time, Newsweek, The International Herald Tribune, and 
The New York Times.

www.asiaphotos.net



JOHN McDERMOTT: CHECKLIST

    Overlooking the North Wall, Angkor Thom, 2008
    Archival pigment ink print on cotton rag paper, 12” x 18”

    Bayon Tower, The Bayon, 2008
    Archival pigment ink on cotton rag paper, 12” x 18”

    Temple Lion and Clouds, Pre Rup, 2008
    Archival pigment ink print on cotton rag paper, 12” x 24”

    South Gate - Prasat Banteay Kdei, Angkor Thom, 2008
    Archival pigment ink print on cotton rag paper, 12” x 24”

    Bayon Terrace, The Bayon, 2008
    Archival pigment ink print on cotton rag paper, 9” x 18”

    Upper Terrace, Phnom Bakheng, 2008
    Archival pigment ink print on cotton rag paper, 9” x 18”

South Gate - Prasat Banteay Kdei, Angkor Thom.
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Sometimes in the dark I find myself
in a place that I seem to have known
in another time
and I wonder
whether it has changed through
sunrises and sunsets that I never saw

-- W. S. Merwin (4)



The narrative reliefs . . . together with
the architectural symbolism of Angkor Wat,
creates the image of the universe ruled by the gods.

Vittorio Roveda (258)


