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Abstract

This paper examines the architectural evolution and multi-functional roles of the ho trai
conventionally designated as 'libraries' (bibliotheques) in early Western scholarship, situated
within ancient Khmer temple complexes. Originating in the seventh century, these ancillary
structures evolved from thick-walled, chimney-like edifices into large, elaborate sandstone
pavilions. While tenth-century epigraphy initially supported their identification as manuscript
repositories (pustakasrama), their dark, unlit interiors have long challenged their practicality as
reading rooms.

This study argues that the ho trai or library functioned as sophisticated, multi-purpose sacred
spaces. Epigraphic data and soot-stained interiors confirm their primary role as fire shrines
(agnyagara) for maintaining the sacred fire (devagni). Crucially, the enclosed architecture
provided the necessary secrecy for esoteric Pasupata Saiva initiation rites (diks@) and the
collection of ritual ash (bhasma). Concurrently, the heat and smoke generated from these
sacrificial fires functioned as an organic microclimate control system, safeguarding delicate
palm-leaf manuscripts from tropical humidity and insects. Ultimately, the ho trai demonstrates
the ingenuity of Khmer architecture in seamlessly fusing ritual fire sacrifice with the
preservation of textual knowledge (vidyadana) under the stewardship of the acarya.
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