


Il Nodo Cooperazione Internazionale NGO

I Nodo is a non profit organization founded in Italy at the beginning of 2008 by a group of friends
who, after travelling and staying in Cambodia, and being fascinated by its beauty and culture,
decided to join their efforts, knowledge and professional abilities, to collaborate in the development
of projects for this country.

II' Nodo, which in ltalian means “the knot", envisions a tie between East and West, combining the
best of skills and the culture of both worlds to give birth to a new and richer quality of life for the
less privileged.

Il Nodo has collaborated with several organizations working on Cambodia in order to provide
support in the improvement and the implementation of cooperation projects.

Il Nodo takes care of over three thousand children and young people in Cambodia: they drink
clean water; go to school and learn a job.

The projects of Il Nodo follow the |7 objectives of the 2030 agenda for a Sustainable
Development, an action program made for people, our Planet and prosperity, which has been
signed in 2015 by the governments of |93 member states in the UN.

The Il Nodo works in Cambodia with learning and training initiatives for adolescents and kids
coming from extremely disadvantaged backgrounds. Our goal is to help them become healthy
and develop useful skills and knowledge so they can be self-sufficient and contribute to the future
success of their families and country.

This story, written by a Khmer art professor, intends to find the roots of women virtues and
strength in the Khmer rich history and culture.
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A Queen for the Modern World

This story portrays how traditional customs influence today's young
Cambodians, and shows how they can embrace the past, yet still develop
skills needed to thrive in the modern world. A story which is a picture of
Cambodian youth today: a journey in progress which starts out from their
traditional roles, but which encounters the problems of a society whose
modernisation, more often than not, results in inequalities. Today, to prepare
themselves for a future in which they are justly recognised for the qualities
they have, Cambodian girls must first come to terms with their past. A new
path to be invented every day, but which certainly comes through education.

Cambodian history shows that women played an important role in the
Khmer Empire. Queens and princesses were sophisticated, cultured and very
knowledgeable. They exerted their influence in the political sphere and the
arts. From Jayadevi, the daughter of Jayavarman | who ascended to the throne
in the seventh century (described as being "endowed with all the divine
virtues") to the famous Jayarajadevi and Indradevi (brides of the last great
emperor, Jayavarman VIl in the thirteenth century) the ladies of Kambujadesha
were considered "oceans of wisdom." Honored in life and worshipped after
death, they still live on today in the memory of the Cambodian people.

At school girls often do better, they are more scholarly and better prepared
than the boys. Today, girls excel in sports and many women athletes can be
found in Cambodia’s Olympic and Asian Games teams. The young Cambodian
women of today are no longer confined to serve as submissive homemakers.
Now, they often need to move to cities to find jobs to support their families.



They come into daily contact with other women who are educated and
seeking meaningful careers. They realize that while an education may not be
needed to work in the silence of the rice paddies or at home, it is an
indispensable tool needed to compete with thousands of other young
women — whether for a job in the city, in a factory or in an office. It turns
out that the one who knows more is really worth more in the work world.

The best example for today's followers of this ancient female wisdom is the
Queen Mother, Norodom Monineath. She is smart, educated and shows a
keen and substantive interest in social projects aimed at improving the living
conditions of Cambodians, and in particular women.

A Queen for the Modern World is a tribute to the evolution of the role of
women in Cambodia, to which Il Nodo (Onlus) is witness in its daily work.
It is also meant to encourage young Cambodian women to continue along
the path to assert their personalities, become educated and further develop
their important role in their country’s culture.
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They liked posing with a beautiful little Apsara at the ancient temple of Angkor. And, it made her
feel useful to make money so her family could buy food. But in her heart, she wasn't happy.

She knew something was missing. Every day, the tourist ladies asked why she wasn'’t at school.

If it was morning, she told them she went in the afternoon. And if it was afternoon, she said she
went in the morning. This wasn't too far from the truth. She had gone to school, but only for a
little while. She enjoyed learning, but she quit because she couldn't see how it would help her in
her life.
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The hot sun beat down on Seyla’s long, silky hair:
She was getting tired and yawned and stretched as she felt the fat roll of dollars in her belt.
It had been a good day of smiling for tourists’ pictures.
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When the sun grew stronger, she walked to the shade in the shelter of the arcade. She always
went to the same corner, next to one of those lovely ladies in stone who was adorned with jewels

and a shining gold makot on her
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Her grandma knew many stories about these ladies and had told her they would entertain the
king by dancing and singing for him, and he would choose the most beautiful as his favorite.

He would give her jewels and other rich gifts.

Seyla nibbled her roll of rice and thought about how fortunate they must have been to be
beautiful and have so many pretty clothes like Sokha. She had moved to the city but would
sometimes return to her village covered in jewels, dressed in fancy clothes and wearing colorful
shoes with the highest of heels. Imagining the beautiful clothes she would have bought,

Seyla slowly drifted off to sleep.
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“Do not think that beauty is really so important,” a sweet voice whispered next to her.
Seyla opened her eyes, startled. She spun around: the stone lady was actuallyspeaking to her!
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Seyla asked in a scared voice,“Who are you lady?”

"My name is Mera, and what is yours?” “I'm Seyla,” she stammered.

“Why aren't you at school?”*| go in the afternoons,” Seyla responded automatically.
“That’s not really the truth, is it?" Mera said. Seyla lowered her eyes and felt ashamed.
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"l go sometimes, lady. But, | have to work to earn money so my family can buy food” Seyla replied.

Mera asked,"‘Are you sure you can't find time?” Seyla did not answer.

She knew she could find time if she tried. So, she offered another excuse."There’s no point to

school, especially for a girl.”

Mera did not look pleased, so Seyla tried to change the subject. She asked,“VWere you a queen,

lady?” Mera shook her head and smiled, “No, | was a handmaiden to Jayarajadevi the queen, wife

of Jayavarman VII, the greatest Khmer sovereign that ever was."Seyla said, "'l know who she is.

There's a picture of her in the Preah Khan temple. She was beautiful, the most beautiful of all.”
“No, she was not the most beautiful of all," replied Mera."How do you know that?

The king only chose the most beautiful,” insisted Seyla. | know because | was there,’

said Mera in a soft, sad voice. Seyla asked, “Weren't you happy, lady?” Mera replied, ‘At first, | was.

The palace seemed wonderful, but soon another very beautiful arrived and took my place.

Then | was assigned to serve girl the princesses, and | was sad because all they seemed to care

about was beauty!”
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“But later; | was assigned to serve the future queen, Jayarajadevi. It was with her that | learned
beauty is not enough to find happiness and success. It is more important to read and write, to
know about our rich culture and other cultures. And to know how to think and resolve problems
in life!"'But really," Seyla said."|ayarajadevi was beautiful, wasn't she?”

“Yes, Jayarajadevi was beautiful, very beautiful.” Mera replied.“But above all she was educated and
intelligent. She studied a lot you know. She knew the ancient language of the Sanskrit and had
read the great stories in history. And that's why the king chose her — not because of her beauty,
but because she was educated, sensitive and courageous.”

Seyla was determined to defend her theory and said,'But the king grew tired of her and married
a more beautiful girl, didn't he?"""Absolutely not, he was always dedicated to her;’ said Mera.

“She had to display great courage when the king was forced to go away to fight a war.

He left her on her own for a long time.”
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Seyla asked,“And what did the queen do?” “She devoted herself to helping her people,”
said Mera.""She gave rice to the poor, didn’t she?!” said Seyla.
“Yes, she did, but she knew that having a full stomach is not the only important thing.

You need to nourish your mind as well as your body.
Jayarajadevi gathered together all the orphan girls and entrusted them to a community of nuns

who educated them,” said Mera.
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“Did she die young?” asked Seyla. Mera just nodded sadly.”And did the king take another wife?
Did he choose a beautiful or an intelligent one?" asked Seyla. “Come now, Seyla, haven’t you been
listening? You are smart, and | know you understand what | am telling you. It's fine to be beautiful,
but it's more important to be smart and to be able to care for yourself and others.

Jayarajadevi was beautiful, clever and educated, but it was her intelligence that led King Jayavarman
to marry her and love her right to the end.”
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Seyla said, "And you, Lady?” "l had the greatest fortune one could hope for in life.

When | was with the queen, she gave me the opportunity to study,’ replied Mera.“Why study?”
asked Seyla."So you can attain a power that will live much longer than beauty." Seyla was still
confused."l don't know what you mean by power” “When you have an education, you have the
power of knowing who you are, what you want and how to achieve it. This is true for bothboys
and girls,” replied Mera. Seyla asked,"Do you mean | should go to school? The Chbab Srey says
that women have little importance and shouldn't speak their minds.

So what's the point of going to school?” Mera replied, That's the way it was in the past, but no
more. At school, you learn skills that will enable you to succeed in your life. Studying opens your
mind and heart. There is no limit to what you can learn.

As you become educated, you see a path to a successful future; one where you are safe,
appreciated and loved.""Seyla, an education can transform you into a queen — a new kind of queen
who is prepared to live and succeed in today's world. Wouldn't you like to be a modern queen?
Think about it, Seyla.”
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She had liked going to school even though sometimes it was hard work and she had to do
homework every day. She enjoyed learning and felt important when she was studying.

She never thought about becoming a queen before. But, it sounded exciting to become a modern
queen who was smart, educated and ready for today's challenges.

She was sure of it. Tomorrow, she was going back to school.
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Yes, thought Seyla as she stretched and woke up.
She turned towards the lady in stone. She was still there, with her secret smile, but motionless. It
had all been a dream. But, she knew that Mera was wise and spoke the truth.
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Marilia Albanese - Professor of Hinduism and Buddhism at the University of Cardinal
Colombo of Milan, holds a degree in Sanskrit and Indologie and has conducted several studies on
the Indian culture in India as well as neighboring countries. Deeply involved in seminars,
conferences, cultural consultancies, including the organization of study visits to Asia for FAI, Italian
Environment Fund, she is the author of several publications and television scripts. In love with
Cambodia ever since her first trip in 1992, she has continued to visit the country to deepen her
knowledge and has published The Treasures of Angkor, Angkor - Splendors of the Khmer civilization,
Cultural Travel Guide of Angkor, all edited by White Star.
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Jacopo Stoppa - Professor of Art History at the State University of Milan.

He has curated a number of art exhibitions.

Under the pseudonym of Jack Tow, he has illustrated many books: The Sforza Castle, Versailles
en aquerelles, Ululo il lupetto che non vuole andare a letto, Essere gatto e tempo, among many
others, all published by Officina Libraria.
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Ululo il lupetto che non vuole andare a letto, Essere gatto e tempo.
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