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Abstact

The sacred animals in Khmer society are the naga and the bull. The belief
in the naga in Khmer society is a traditional belief. The Khmer people believe that
nagas are their ancestors as seen in the “Phra Thong and Nang Naga” legend. In the
traditional convention, “naga” in the awareness of the Khmer people should refer
to the dragon. Then, as Brahmanism and Buddhism spread into the region, the
belief in the dragon blended with the beliefs of these religions and the dragon
eventually turned into the naga as in Brahmanism and Buddhism. As for the belief
that the bull is a sacred animal, the Khmer people derived it from the Brahmanic
cult Shivaism, which reveres the Nandhi bull as the divine steed of Ishvara. This
belief is nowise a traditional belief.

One interesting phenomenon is the transformation of the significations of
the naga and the bull in Brahmanism, i.e., siving them a Khmer characteristic, after
Brahmanism gradually declined along with the disintegration of Angkor. This is
evident in the creation of the tale “The Leper King” to explain the engraving of the
scene when Krishna subdues Kaliya Naga, or the folktale “Phra Khoe and Phra
Kaew”, in which the Visesa bull is substituted for the Nandhi bull according to the
Khmer tradition.

The naga and the bull are often used symbolically for political benefits.
For example, the naga is used to signify the state of being a blessed one; the bull is
used as a symbol in building the nation and provoking the spirit of nationalism of
the Khmer.

Keywords: sacred animal, Khmer society, communication and power
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