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URING THE PREPARATIONS for the funeral of Cambodia’s
King-Father Norodom Sihanouk it was announced that a seven-
metre-high statue of him would be erected and a new 1,000-riel
note issued, replacing the image of a seaport with the former

monarch’s portrait. Most importantly, a magnificent but temporary
palace complex was built – seemingly overnight – for the cremation
ceremony. Its construction cost more than £750,000. 

Outside Cambodia, King Sihanouk, who lived to be almost 90 years old,
was regarded as a controversial leader. He was blamed for helping to bring
the Khmer Rouge to power and for defending them at the United Nations,
even after they had murdered an estimated two million of his countrymen. 

One thing is clear: Sihanouk was unique in many ways. He was the
author of several books, the father of 14 children, a husband to six wives,
a musician, a composer, a film-maker and an actor (in his own movies). 
He may have been the world’s only royal film-maker, says his official
biographer Julio Jeldres, who admits he has lost track of how many films
the King made – 30 or 40, he believes.

King Sihanouk was born in 1922. On his mother’s side, he was the
grandson of King Sisowath Monivong, who ascended to the throne in
1927; on his father’s side, he was the great-grandson of King Norodom I,
who ruled Cambodia in the late 19th century. Sihanouk’s life took an
unusual turn almost from the start, when an astrologer predicted that he
would die young unless his parents sent him away. Trusting this advice,
Sihanouk went to live with his 75-year-old great-grandmother.

‘He was an only child, and I get the feeling that he was a lonely child,’
says Jeldres.

Crowned at the age of 18, Sihanouk immediately began modernising
Cambodia, introducing the constitution in 1947 and establishing a
national assembly. One of his greatest achievements was obtaining
independence from France in 1953 through diplomacy and entirely
without bloodshed. The King was proud that Cambodia became
independent a year before neighbouring Vietnam, where the war against
colonialism claimed hundreds of thousands of lives. 

Last
Respects

Cambodians flocked to Phnom Penh 
in February for the funeral of King

Sihanouk, who had died three months
earlier. JULIE MASIS witnessed a series
of elaborate ceremonies – a mixture of

Hindu, Buddhist and animist traditions
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