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III

THE TEMPLE 
KINGDOMS OF 
SOUTHEAST ASIA
Across Southeast Asia, early states grew at 
the crossroads of maritime trade. Positioned 
between India and China, rulers drew 
wealth from shipping lanes that linked 
the Indian Ocean to the South China Sea. 
Commerce carried not only goods, but also 
religious ideas, political models, and artistic 
traditions.

Indian Infl uence and Sacred Kingship

From the early centuries Ce, Hindu and Buddhist beliefs 
spread through merchant networks. local elites adopted 
sanskrit titles, court rituals, and concepts of divine 
kingship. Rulers presented themselves as guardians of 
cosmic order, reinforcing their authority through religion. 
inscriptions written in sanskrit and later local scripts record 
royal donations, temple foundations, and genealogies 
linking kings to divine authority. Yet imported traditions 
blended with older local beliefs, creating distinctive 
regional cultures.

Maritime and Mainland Kingdoms

Funan emerged as one of the earliest trading states, 
prospering from riverine exchange and connections to 
China and india. later, srivijaya dominated the strait 
of Malacca, controlling vital sea routes and supporting 
Buddhist scholarship; Chinese sources describe its 
rulers sending tribute missions abroad. On the mainland, 
the Khmer empire built its capital at angkor, where vast 
reservoirs and canals sustained intensive rice cultivation 
and a large urban population. 

Temple Cities and Cultural Flourishing

in Burma, the kingdom of Pagan fi lled the irrawaddy 
valley with thousands of Buddhist monuments between 
the eleventh and thirteenth centuries. in Java, Majapahit 
extended infl uence across island southeast asia through 
trade alliances and naval power. Monumental temples were 
more than places of worship—they expressed political 
legitimacy, economic strength, and cosmological vision, 
aligning sacred geography with royal authority.

By the fi fteenth century, shifting trade patterns and 
the gradual spread of islam reshaped parts of maritime 
southeast asia. Yet the temple states left an enduring 
legacy, visible in the monumental landscapes that still 
defi ne southeast asia’s historical identity.
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Kingdom of Funan 243–700
Funan emerged in the Mekong 
delta as the earliest known 
southeast asian state, 
maintaining strong trade ties 
with China via its port at Oc eo 
and sending an embassy in 243. 
though Buddhism was infl uential, 
Chinese records note that King 
Chan-t’an, who sent tribute in 357, 
followed Hindu traditions.

 ▬ Areas infl uenced by India

Rise and Fall of Angkor 802–1431
angkor began in 802 when Jayavarman 
ii declared himself cakravartin and 
founded a new capital near the future 
angkor site. successive kings built 
nearby royal cities with grand Hindu 
temples, though Jayavarman vii later 
promoted Buddhism. the kingdom 
endured shifts between both faiths until 
its decline and collapse in the fi fteenth 
century.

▬ Core area of Angkor

Outermost limit of Angkor

875 Cham 
capital founded

1471 Vijaya is seized by the 
Vietnamese, marking the end 
of the Champa kingdom

1130-1150 Suryavarman II commissions the 
construction of Angkor Wat, the greatest of the 
Angkor temples; in 1177, Angkor is captured by the 
Cham army under Jaya Indravarman IV

441 The fi rst Chinese reference to 
Srivijaya comes from tribute sent 
by the port of Kan-t’l’li; in 671, a 
Chinese pilgrim notes that the 
kingdom supported roughly 1,000 
Buddhist monks

c. 700 CE The Kingdom of Chenla 
rises to prominence after the 
collapse of Funan
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Buddhist Pagan 849–1287
Founded in 849 by Burmese-speaking 
peoples, Pagan expanded under 
anawrahta, who unifi ed much of Burma 
after defeating the Mon in 1057. temple 
land grants weakened the state over 
time, allowing the Mongols to conquer 
Pagan easily in 1287.

▬ Core area of Pagan

Outermost limit of Pagan

Gupta Empire 320–500
Founded by Chandra Gupta i, the Gupta 
empire prospered through trade with 
southeast asia, spreading indian culture 
across land and sea routes. Ongoing 
provincial unrest and a major defeat by the 
Hephthalite Huns in 455 accelerated its 
decline, leading to its collapse by the 
mid-sixth century.

▬ Maximum extent of Gupta Empire c. 550

Indian infl uence

Srivijaya 671–1045
Centered at Palembang, srivijaya built its power 
on controlling sea routes and key trading ports, 
maintaining strong diplomatic ties with China. its 
dominance declined in the 11th century as rising 
Javanese states, especially Kadiri, challenged and 
ultimately ended its infl uence.

▬ Core area of Srivijaya ▬ Core area of Kadiri

Outermost limit of Srivijaya Outermost limit of Kadiri

Champa and Dai Viet c. 300–1471
the Cham founded the Hindu kingdom of Champa in 
southern vietnam, fi ghting repeated wars with the 
vietnamese until vijaya fell in 1471. dai viet emerged 
in the north under long Chinese infl uence, gaining full 
independence under Ngo Quyen in 939.

▬ Core area of Champa ▬ Core area of Dai Viet
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938 Vietnamese forces 
under Ngo Quyen defeat the 

Southern Han, preserving 
the independence of Dai Viet

1287 Pagan 
collapses under 
Mongol conquest
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