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south gate of Angkor Thom

Mythic statues line the causeway over a moat leading to the south gate of Angkor Thom, literally called "Great City." The images represent a Hindu myth of creation called the Churning of the Sea of Milk. 

On one side of the causeway, fifty-four guardian deities (called "devas") pull the head of a mythical serpent or "naga." On the other side, fifty-four images of demon gods (called "asuras") push the tail of the serpent. The whipping motion of the serpent's body was said to churn the ocean and recreate the cosmos anew. The dancing female deities (each known as an "apsaras") were the first beings to emerge from the sea of creation.

According to Hindu scriptures, these dancing divinities, whose name means "moving in water" in Sanskrit, were the first beings to emerge from the Churning of the Sea of Milk in the Hindu myth of creation.
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