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In the annals of Southeast Asian historiography, few documents carry as much weight or offer as granular a 

perspective as Zhenla Fengtu Ji, known in English as A Record of Cambodia: The Land and Its People . 

Authored by the Chinese envoy Zhou Daguan(Chou Ta-kuan) following his mission to Angkor in 1296–1297, this

manuscript serves as the singular surviving eyewitness account of the Khmer Empire at its administrative and

cultural zenith. For historians, archaeologists, and anthropologists, Zhou’s record is not merely a travelogue; it is a

vital data set that bridges the gap between the silent stone inscriptions of the temples and the vanished wooden

world of the people who built them.

The Geopolitical Context of the Yuan Dynasty Mission

To understand the technical value of Zhou Daguan’s observations, one must first analyze the geopolitical 

motivations of the Yuan Dynastyunder the Mongol leadership of Timur Khan (Emperor Chengzong). Following the

Mongol invasions of Champa and the subsequent demand for vassalage from regional powers, Zhou’s mission was

essentially a diplomatic and intelligence-gathering expedition. The objective was to secure the submission of the

Khmer King, Indravarman III, and to document the empire’s resources, military capabilities, and social order.

Structural Overview of the Text

The original manuscript consists of approximately 40 thematic sections, ranging from descriptions of the walled city 

of Angkor Thom to meticulous details on the cultivation of rice and the hierarchy of the royal court. Unlike the 

hyperbolic court chronicles typical of the era, Zhou’s writing is characterized by a pragmatic, ethnographic lens.

He focused on observable phenomena: the dimensions of buildings, the types of textiles worn by different castes,

and the specific biological species native to the Tonle Sap region.

Technical Analysis of Angkorian Urbanism

Zhou Daguan provides a detailed breakdown of the architectural and urban planning of Angkor Thom . His 

descriptions of the city walls and the Bayon temple—though he did not use these modern names—offer a baseline 

for verifying archaeological reconstructions. He noted that the city wall was approximately 20 li in circumference 

(roughly 12 kilometers), which aligns closely with modern satellite and LIDAR (Light Detection and Ranging)

surveys.

The Royal Palace and Sacred Infrastructure

One of the most significant technical contributions of the text is Zhou’s description of the materials used in

construction. He distinguished between the stone used for temples and the gilded wood used for the royal palace.

This explains why, while the temples of Angkor remain today, the secular and royal structures have long since

decayed. Zhou describes the 'Golden Tower' (the Bayon) and the 'Bronze Tower' (likely the Baphuon), providing

specific details on their orientation and the presence of monumental stone sculptures that guarded the city gates.



Feature Zhou Daguan's Description (13th 
Century)

Modern Archaeological Correlation

City Perimeter Approximately 20 li with five gateways. 9km² walled enclosure of Angkor 
Thom.

Material Usage Stone for sacred monuments; Lead/
Wood for secular.

Confirmed by absence of non-lithic 
structures.

The Bayon A 'Golden Tower' at the center of the 
city.

Confirmed as the central state temple.

Moat System Wide moats with causeways flanked 
by stone giants.

The 'Churning of the Sea of Milk' 
causeways.

Social Stratification and the Labor Economy

Zhou Daguan’s record provides a rigorous classification of the Khmer social hierarchy, which was essential for 

understanding the empire's economic throughput. He identified four distinct classes: the royalty and high officials, 

the religious elite (Brahmins and monks), the general populace (traders and farmers), and the slave class (depo).

The Role of Slavery and Captive Labor

According to Zhou, wealth was measured by the number of slaves an individual possessed. These slaves were

often captured from the 'hill tribes' or mountainous regions. This data point is critical for modern economists

seeking to model the labor force required for the massive stone-quarrying and hydraulic engineering projects of the

13th century. Zhou noted that slaves performed the bulk of manual labor, from domestic duties to agricultural

production, allowing the Khmer elite to focus on ritual and governance.

Gender Dynamics and Commerce

Remarkably, Zhou observed that women played a dominant role in the commercial sector. He noted that 'everyday

trade is conducted by women,' a detail that highlights the unique gender dynamics of the Khmer Empire compared

to the patriarchal structures of the Yuan Dynasty. This female-led economy managed the distribution of local goods

and the exchange of imported Chinese products like silk, porcelain, and lacquerware.

The Agricultural Engine: Floating Rice and Hydrology

The survival of Angkor was predicated on its sophisticated management of water. Zhou Daguan provides one of the 

earliest technical descriptions of floating rice (long-stemmed rice that grows with the rising floodwaters of the 

Tonle Sap). He documented that the Khmer were capable of harvesting three to four crops per year in certain 

areas, a feat achieved through a complex system of barays (reservoirs) and canals.

Agricultural Methodology

Zhou’s description of the agricultural cycle highlights several key technical points:

•  Silt Fertilization: The annual flooding of the Mekong and Tonle Sap deposited nutrient-rich silt, which Zhou 

identified as a key factor in the land's fertility.

•  Irrigation Control: While he did not provide a blueprint of the canal system, he noted the presence of vast 

waterworks that allowed for dry-season cultivation.

•  Crop Diversity: Beyond rice, he documented the cultivation of beans, sesame, and various tropical fruits 



(mangoes, bananas, pomegranates), providing a biological inventory of the 13th-century Khmer landscape.

Comparative Translation Matrix: Harris vs. Pelliot

The interpretation of Zhou’s work has evolved through various translations. The most significant modern English 

translation is by Peter Harris (2007), which updated the earlier, widely used French translation by Paul Pelliot

(1902). The following table compares the methodologies of these two definitive versions.



Translation Attribute Paul Pelliot (1902) Peter Harris (2007)

Source Language Classical Chinese (Early Modern 
interpretation)

Classical Chinese (Modern 
Sinological standard)

Geographical Context Limited colonial-era mapping. Integrated with modern GPS and 
LIDAR data.

Cultural Sensitivity Eurocentric 'Orientalist' perspective. Objective, ethnographic, and 
contextual.

Linguistic Nuance Direct literal translation of terms. Nuanced translation of Khmer titles 
and place names.

Technical Implementation: Cross-Referencing Text with LIDAR

For the modern researcher, the Zhenla Fengtu Ji serves as a 'ground-truth' document. In recent years, the Angkor 

Regional Archaeological Phonogram (ARAP)and other LIDAR-based projects have used Zhou's descriptions to

locate 'lost' features of the landscape.

Step-by-Step Methodology for Text-to-Site Correlation

1.  Spatial Mapping: Researchers take Zhou’s descriptions of cardinal directions and distance (measured in li or 

days of travel) and overlay them onto LIDAR digital elevation models (DEMs).

2.  Feature Identification: When Zhou mentions a 'bridge of stone' or a 'canal to the east,' archaeologists look for 

anomalies in the topography that indicate buried masonry or ancient earthworks.

3.  Chronological Verification: By comparing Zhou’s 1296 observations with carbon-dated samples from specific 

sites, historians can determine if a site was in active use, declining, or under construction during his visit.

The Economics of 13th-Century Trade

A significant portion of Zhou’s report is dedicated to trade commodities. This section acts as a market analysisfor

the Yuan court. He identified 'high-value' Khmer exports and 'high-demand' Chinese imports, providing a clear

picture of the maritime Silk Road’s terrestrial branch.

Exported Commodities (Khmer to China):

•  Kingfisher Feathers: Highly prized for intricate Chinese jewelry.

•  Rhinoceros Horns and Elephant Tusks: Used in traditional medicine and luxury carving.

•  Beeswax and Spices: Essential for both ritual and culinary uses.

•  Cardamom and Gamboge: Technical pigments and medicinal resins.

Imported Commodities (China to Khmer):

•  Gold and Silver: For royal adornment and temple decoration.

•  Silk and Parasols: Status symbols for the Khmer nobility.

•  Porcelain (Celadon): Widely found in Angkorian middens (refuse heaps).

•  Iron and Copper: For the manufacture of tools and weaponry.

Case Study: The Mystery of the 'Hill People'

Zhou Daguan provides a fascinating, albeit biased, account of the indigenous groups living on the periphery of the 

Khmer Empire, whom he referred to as the 'wild people.' Technically, this section of the record is one of the earliest 



ethnographic surveysof the Mon-Khmer speaking upland groups. He describes their resistance to the central

Khmer administration, their unique agricultural practices, and their role in the slave trade. Modern anthropologists

use these descriptions to study the long-term interaction between 'Zomia' (the highland massif of Southeast Asia)

and the lowland state structures.

Troubleshooting Historical Discrepancies

While Zhou Daguan was an astute observer, his record is not without technical challenges that modern scholars

must navigate:

•  Cultural Bias: As a representative of the 'Middle Kingdom,' Zhou often viewed Khmer customs through a lens 

of 'barbarism.' For instance, his critique of Khmer hygiene or sexual mores must be filtered through Yuan-era 

Confucian morality.

•  Linguistic Ambiguity: Many Chinese characters used by Zhou were phonetic approximations of 13th-century 

Khmer words. Identifying the modern equivalent of these terms (e.g., the names of specific offices or plants) 

requires deep linguistic reconstruction.

•  The 'Silence' of the Record: Zhou focused on the capital. His record tells us very little about the outer 

provinces of the empire, which may have been experiencing different socio-economic pressures during the late 

13th century.

The broader implications of the Record

The Record of Cambodiaremains a cornerstone of Southeast Asian studies because it captures a civilization on

the cusp of transition. Within a century of Zhou’s departure, the Khmer Empire would begin to contract, shifting its

capital southward toward Phnom Penh. Zhou’s meticulous data on the gold-leafed towers and the bustling markets

provides the only high-resolution 'snapshot' of Angkor before its eventual decline.

Ultimately, the technical legacy of Zhou Daguan lies in the multidisciplinary utilityof his writing. It is a document

that belongs as much to the field of civil engineering and botany as it does to history. By documenting the 'land and

its people' with the precision of an envoy and the curiosity of a traveler, Zhou Daguan ensured that the vibrancy of

13th-century Angkor would not be lost to the encroaching jungle or the silence of time. For the modern SEO

strategist or technical writer, this serves as a profound example of how structured documentation can preserve the

complexity of a system—be it a city, an empire, or a digital architecture—for centuries to come.
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