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BOOK REVIEW

Deathpower: Buddhism’s ritual imagination in Cambodia, by Erik W. Davis, New 
York, NY, Columbia University Press,  2016, 320 pp., £44.00 (hardback), ISBN 978-0-
231-16918-9

Based on his fieldwork beginning in 2003, Erik Davis’ Deathpower adds to the growing wealth 
of new ethnographies dealing with death and its social and societal implications across the 
Buddhist tradition. Focusing largely upon what Davis describes as ‘lay-religiosity’ (p. 9) rather 
than the monastic, Deathpower allows not only for the study of traditionally Buddhist practices of 
Cambodia but the lay syncretism between Cambodian Buddhism, Brahmanism and the numer-
ous spirit-cults which interact freely to create a Cambodian’s individual religious praxis. Not only 
do these new ethnographies provide a sincerer reflection of the ritualisation of death, but in 
this reviewer’s opinion, they lead to the production of a richer and more engaging monograph.

The monograph itself not only engages with the wide-ranging academic literature as well as the 
author’s rich and insightful field notes: it also provides key case studies. Semi-auto-ethnographic 
in approach, these case studies provide respite from the analytic works, and returns the reader 
to the central focus of the text: the author’s study of death and bereavement. Davis notes, for 
example, that he did not witness the early stages of mourning as he:

(…) was unwilling to haunt hospital hallways in order to witness the first stages of ritual mourning and grief 
at the moment of death. (p. 52)

Deathpower goes on to discuss the funeral itself and its associated rituals and praxis. I 
was pleased to have seen meticulous attention paid to the commonplace rituals of average 
Cambodians, which is detailed within Chapter 2.

Chapter 4 of the text, Building Deathpower, discusses rituals foundations of the ampoh string 
which is used to bind the corpses of the deceased. One example provided by Davis includes the 
Sima ceremony during which stones are ritually tied with the ampoh string, and then released, 
consecrating the sanctuary (pp. 117–19). This refers back to previous discussions in Chapter 2 (pp. 
42–6) on the braling spirits bound into the living, deceased, foods and even buildings. Hence the 
binding of the ampoh string both prior to cremation, and on the vessel which stores the cremated 
remains, signifies the ritual binding of the braling, much in the same way as the bound stones 
which are released to bind spirits into the sanctuary.

In sum, Deathpower has been both an expected pleasure and a surprise. As this reviewer 
has come to expect, the typesetting, arrangement and proofing by Columbia University Press 
is second to none. Davis moved the reader through an ethnographic and historical journey of 
Cambodian Mortuary Buddhism, which is separated by rich ethnographical insights. ‘Maybe the 
dead were starving’, an ethnographic scene in Chapter 7, left me questioning how the period of 
Khmer Rouge altered death practices at the time, but this reviewer concedes that maybe this is 
the topic of a further monograph. Overall, Davis is an engaging and richly detailed writer, a skill 
which leaves me no other option than to wholeheartedly recommend Deathpower.

Matt Coward
University of York
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