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Thee cult of King Chulalongkorn, 
patronn saint of the Thai middle c 

!BSBBHHM*lrJMD II  BBBD BiïHBBBBiSEHKHU Ï 



Stellingenn bij het proefschrift 

WorshippingWorshipping the Great Moderniser 
TheThe cult of King Chulalongkorn, patron saint of the Thai middle class 

vann Irene Stengs 

1.. De Chulalongkornmythe maakt modern zijn een Thaise traditie. 

2.. De onderzoeker van een persoonlijkheidscultus onderzoekt de geschiedenis 
vann een beeld en niet de geschiedenis van een persoon. 

3.. Een persoonlijkheidscultus maakt elk historisch detail over de vereerde 
persoonn onaantastbaar. Dit verklaart waarom, sinds de opkomst van de 
Chulalongkorncultus,, in Thailand het academisch onderzoek naar Koning 
Chulalongkornn en zijn tijd tot stilstand is gekomen. 

4.. Een media-hype is een moderne vorm van mythe. 

5.. De terugkeer van afgezette koningen of hun verwanten op het recente 
politiekee toneel maakt duidelijk dat het afzetten van een koning nog geen 
eindee maakt aan de betekenis van het koningschap. 

6.. De inspanningen van de Amerikaaanse regering om na de val van het 
Taliban-regimee de in 1973 afgezette koning Mohammed Zahir Shah naar 
Afghanistann te laten terugkeren maken duidelijk dat ook republikeinen niet 
ongevoeligg zijn voor de magie van het koningschap. 

7.. Met zijn uitspraak 'mij kun je geen koning maken want ik ben het al' heeft 
koningg Simeon II van Bulgarije de essentie van het koningsschap treffend 
geformuleerd. . 

8.. De schaduwzijden van het koningschap worden het duidelijkst geformu-
leerdd in discussies over de positie en het gedrag van de troonopvolger. 

9.. Voor het verwerven van inzicht in de multiculturele samenleving is de 
Nederlandsee etnologie vooralsnog ontoereikend. 

10.. In het kader van een serieus beleid ter vermindering van de alcohol-
consumptiee dient vermelding van de calorische waarde van alcoholhoudende 
drankenn op het etiket verplicht gesteld te worden. 
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Introduction Introduction 

1010 PM, Tuesday evening October 22, 1996} Thousands and thou-
sandss of people flock around the huge equestrian statue of King 
Chulalongkoraa at the Royal Plaza (Suan Amphon) in Bangkok. 
Densee clouds of incense sting the eyes. The square in front of the 
statue,, normally a barren asphalt plain, is crowded with people 
seatedd on mats, sheets of cardboard, or newspapers. They sit behind 
smalll  tables on which they have displayed their offerings. I see gar-
lands,, incense, candles, betel leaves and nuts, black coffee, Thai 
brandy,, Scotch, Hennessy cognac, red wine, water (cooled), beer, 
lemonades,, plates with Thai sweets, decorated cakes, fresh coco-
nuts,, apples, Thai fruits of first quality, cigars, Winston cigarettes, 
bundless of red or pink roses - hundreds sometimes. People tell me 
thatt the offerings they have selected reflect those drinks, foods, col-
ourss and flowers that were the king's favourite. The king's taste ap-
parentlyy was a fascinating mixture of modern Western and typical 
Thaii  delicacies. 

Quitee a few people buy a bundle of grass from the grass 
vendor,, who also rents out small tables and mats. The grass serves 
ass an offering to the king's bronze horse. There is also opportunity 
too hire one of the classical Thai dance groups around to perform for 
thee king, as a votive offering (kaebon) once a wish has been ful-
filled.filled. Some people do not offer a regular garland, but have brought 
onee or more larger Brahman-style garlands (baisri). Apparently it is 
quitee common to spend at least one or two thousand baht on offer-
ings.22 From the (child) vendors - whose number has been quickly 
growingg from dusk on - garlands, betel-attributes, and sets consist-
ingg of nine sticks of incense and one little candle are available. 
Otherr vendors have exhibited their merchandise of (mainly King 
Chulalongkora)) statuettes, posters, portraits and amulets on tables 
orr in the back of their cars, parked at the entrance of the square and 
alongg the pedestrian area. At 10 PM the square is packed with an 
enormouss crowd, which still seems to be growing. Ratchadamnoen 
Nokk avenue, the major road leading to the square, is jammed with 
cars.. Those who finally have reached the square can hardly find a 

11 The following description is compiled from field notes taken this evening. 
22 At the time 1000 baht was approximately US$ 25,-
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placee to park. Other vendors have reached the square in the mean-
time,, selling food and drinks, and various things like leatherware, 
children'ss toys and balloons. 

Aroundd the statue many stepladder-like constructions are 
waitingg for the big garlands or commemoration wreaths (phuwang-
mala)mala) to be presented the next day - Chulalongkorn Day 1996 -
whenn the official ceremony in commemoration of King Chulalong-
kornn wil l be held. A yellow fence encircles these constructions and 
thee statue. At the front side government officials are awaiting the 
peoplee who have come to worship the king. The officials collect the 
smalll  garlands (phuwangmalai), the small bundles of pink or red 
rosess and the incense offered, and lay them at the base of the statue. 
Thee first worshippers have started to arrive 5 PM. Most of the early 
oness ask the officials to return their garland (or more precisely, a 
similarr one) so they can take it home: these garlands are considered 
too be loaded with the king's charismatic power or barami,3 which 
emanatess from the statue. With the number of worshippers rapidly 
increasing,, it becomes more difficult and soon even impossible to 
havee one's garland returned. The officials are too occupied with try-
ingg to keep pace with the offerings presented. The garlands now 
remainn at the base, piling up in large colourful heaps. People are 
callingg the officials in a bid to catch their attention. Some officials 
onlyy collect the burning incense, others collect the other offerings 
onn serving trays. Candles are refused — it is impossible to collect 
alll  the burning candles too. Therefore, people stick them on the as-
phalt.. Most of them direct a prayer {khatha - a magic formula)4 to 
thee king, sitting or kneeling behind their candle. They have taken 
theirr shoes off, as when in a temple. 

Thee space in front of the statue is divided as follows: imme-
diatelyy along the front fence there is a dense crowd of people about 
too present their offerings. Then follows an area with rows of candles 
placedd on the ground, softly praying people in between. Behind this 

Thee charismatic power that stems from having command of those qualities that 
aree called the 'Ten Kingly Virtues:' charity, morality, self-sacrifice, rectitude, 
gentleness,, self-restriction, non-anger, non-violence, forbearance, and non-
obstructionn (see Chapter I). 
44 Originally, a khatha consists of (Pali) words once spoken by Buddha, and there-
foree is considered to have auspicious power when recited. But there are many 
khathakhatha (also in Thai) which have been modified or are actually of a later or even 
recentt date (see Chapter II) . 
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candle-litt area, people with more extended offerings have found a 
place,, almost filling  the entire square. Most visitors have come in 
smalll  groups of friends or family. The event reminds me very much 
off  a huge picnic, which impression is the stronger since many have 
theirr evening meal on the square. 

Besidess offerings, almost everybody has brought one or 
moree King Chulalongkorn images from home, whether these be 
portraits,, statuettes or amulets. These are placed amidst the offer-
ingss on the make-shift altar. The resulting effect is impressive: 
whenn looking in the direction of the equestrian statue from behind 
thee crowd, one sees the king's face looking back in manifold. After 
thee altar is ready and everybody in the company is seated, people 
approachh the king with King Chulalongkorn khatha. Seated behind 
thee altar the khatha are recited together. Some people read from 
speciall  khatha booklets. Others are using leaflets distributed on the 
square.. Such leaflets contain detailed instructions on what offerings 
andd which khatha should be presented to the king, and the name of 
thee person or company taking credit. One 'donor' has even left ten or 
moree boxes near the statue, filled with hundreds of small leaflets 
withh instructions. A good idea, apparently, as I see many people us-
ingg them. After having recited one or more khatha most people also 
goo to the statue to offer garlands and incense directly there. When 
thee ritual is completed many people stay for another hour or so, 
seatedd together on their mats, chatting, sometimes eating, and en-
joyingg watching what is going on. 

AA family sitting next to me is about to leave. The glass of 
whiskyy offered to the king is shared among the adult men. The chil-
drenn eat the opened young coconut and sweets. According to this 
family,, the king's spiritual consumption transforms the food and 
drinkss into ambrosias. Everything else is repacked, except for the 
bundlee of grass. As soon as they are gone, the grass vendor comes 
too recollect the bundle. After refreshing it with some water, he will 
selll  it again to a newly arrived family. At 1 AM I decide to go back 
too my hotel. The gathering at the square shows no signs of ending 
anyy time soon. My taxi passes an endless stream of cars, slowly 
makingg their way to the square in opposite direction. To my esti-
matee it will take at least one hour for the last car in line to reach its 
destination. . 
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Thiss account of Chulalongkora Day's Eve 1996 is a condensed de-
scriptionn of what I encountered the first evening of my research on 
thee 'cult of King Chulalongkorn.' The two evenings following this 
Tuesdayy I immersed myself in similar immense gatherings at the 
statue.. Apparently, something in the historical figure of King Chu-
lalongkornn (r. 1868-1910) was appealing to large sections of the ur-
bann populace. Why? Who was this king that more than eighty years 
afterr his death a cult around him evolved? And, what does the 
king'ss sudden popularity tell about present-day Thai society? These 
aree the leading questions of this book, an ethnography of the King 
Chulalongkornn cult. 

Thee book explores the processes which have contributed to 
thee evolving of the cult, a phenomenon specifically related to the 
finalfinal decade of the twentieth century. The cult emerged somewhere 
inn the late 1980s, when people began to worship the king publicly at 
thee equestrian statue in Bangkok (cf. Nithi 1993). Some years later 
thee king's portrait could be found almost everywhere in the urban 
areas,, while at the same time books and magazines with writings on 
thee king flooded the market. The years in which King Chulalong-
kornn became a nation-wide popular figure largely overlap with the 
periodd that Thailand experienced fundamental social, cultural, and 
economicc changes. The relation between the emergence of the cult 
andd rapid changes in Thai society lead me to the proposition that 
processess of local identity formation and global processes of change 
couldd be further studied and interpreted through the prism of the 
Kingg Chulalongkorn cult. 

Thee study aims to contribute to three anthropological de-
bates.. First of all, I place my research on the King Chulalongkorn 
cultt in the context of the earlier scholarly work on Thai religion and 
society,, focussing in particular on divine kingship, Buddhist ritual, 
spiritt cults and potent objects. The second debate addresses the rela-
tionn between religion, public culture and politics. The King Chu-
lalongkornn cult is an all-embracing phenomenon, not to be reduced 
too a single religious, social or cultural dimension. This study, there-
fore,, wil l present the cult as a site where the homogenising attempts 
off  the state meet, converge and diverge with 'counter-hegemonic' 
forcess stirred up by the impact of mass media, emancipation and 
consumerism.. Thirdly, this book is written in the context of the cur-
rentt discussion on modernity, modernisation and globalisation. As 
wil ll  become clear the central theme in the King Chulalongkorn cult 
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iss the mediation between modernity (khwam than samai) and 
Thainesss (khwam pen thai). For  many urban Thai, King Chulalong-
kornn is the paramount mediator, the worshipping of whom ex-
pressess their  struggle in this field of tension. As an anthropologist I 
wil ll  seek to mediate between the particularitie s of the Thai case, and 
thee wider  theoretical debate just mentioned. This ethnography of the 
Kin gg Chulalongkorn cult thus reflects my encounter  with Thai 
modernity. . 

Inn the second half of this introduction I wil l situate the King 
Chulalongkornn cult in the framework of these debates. First, I wil l 
turnn to the history of Thailand during the second half of the nine-
teenthh century, the highlights of which explain the importance of 
Kin gg Chulalongkorn's reign to present-day Thailand. 

SiameseSiamese sovereignty and the Chakri Reformation 

Forr  Thailand the second half of the nineteenth century was a period 
off  increasing confrontation with global influences as a consequence 
off  Western imperialism. In this period two kings have reigned: King 
Mongkutt  (Rama IV , r. 1851-1868) and his eldest son, King Chu-
lalongkornn (Rama V, r.1868-1910), the fourth and fift h king of the -
stilll  reigning - Chakri dynasty.5 During the Fourth Reign, Thailand 
-- then still named Siam - was drawn into the field of international 
politicall  and economic power-play, the first  high point in this proc-
esss being the signing of the 'Bowrin g treaty' with Great Britai n in 
1855.. The treaty cleared the way for  British trade and put a stop to 
Siamesee taxes on import and export.7 During the Fifth Reign many 

55 The Chakri dynasty was founded in 1782 when General Chakri seized power 
andd subsequently made Bangkok the new capital of Siam. King Bhumibol Adu-
lyadej,, Thailand's present monarch, is the ninth Chakri king. 
66 Siam was formally renamed Thailand in 1939 when Phibun Songkhram was 
Primee Minister. The name of country was changed back into Siam again by the 
governmentt of Pridi Phanomyong on September 7, 1945. In 1948, Phibun 
Songkhramm took over government again, and the country's name has remained 
Thailandd since (Reynolds 1993:20). 
77 The perception of 1855 as the turning point of Siamese history, however, does 
nott imply that the developments in Siam during the Fourth and Fifth Reigns are 
thee mere outcome of the Bowring treaty, nor that Siam had been isolated from the 
widerr world before 1855. Siam's opening up to overseas trade and international 
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off  the changes associated with late 19 century modernisation were 
introducedd into the kingdom. For all the rest of South- and South-
eastt Asia, the presence of the imperialist powers, in the end, meant 
colonisation.. Only Siam managed to maintain its sovereignty. 

Thee spread of colonial power and modernisation were two 
sidess of the same coin. With the colonial conquest, the pre-colonial 
statess of Southeast Asia gave way to modern administrations, based 
onn a European model. The colonial governments were quick to in-
troducee modern technologies and communications, such as railway 
systems,, post and telegraph, and, in a later stage, telephone. Effi-
cientt governance and maintenance of law and order were the most 
importantt prerequisites for improved trade and optimal extraction of 
revenuess from the local populace. The need for primary products as 
welll  as for new outlets for European industrial products were the 
majorr imperatives of the European enterprise. 

Thee British were the first Europeans to establish trading re-
lationshipss with Bangkok in the nineteenth century. Of old, the 
Siamesee royalty and nobility had been extensively involved with 
tradee themselves. The king derived most of his income from certain 
tradee monopolies. Trade with China was particularly important for 
thee Siamese. Chinese merchants were encouraged to settle in Siam, 
firstt in Bangkok and later also further upcountry (Skinner 1957), 
andd were also granted certain trade privileges. Over the course of 
time,, the British became increasingly dissatisfied with the Siamese 
favouringg of Chinese merchants. British traders asked their gov-
ernmentt several times to intervene. This was considered too costly 
byy both the Government of British India8 and London, but the pres-
suree on Siam to lif t the privileges and to extend British trade was 
increasedd throughout the 1840s (Shunyu 1988; Wyatt 1984:169-
170). . 

Thee defeat of Burma in 1826 and, fourteen years later, of 
Chinaa by the British in the Opium War (1838-1842) made the Sia-
mesee fully aware of the martial potential of the imperialist powers. 
Thee then king, King Nangklao (Rama III , r. 1824-1851), who had 

relationshipss took many steps both before and after 1855 (see Ten Brummelhuis 
1995:59;; Terwiel 1983:172). 
88 Until the early 1850s the Indian government was responsible for all Anglo-
Siamesee affairs. Thereafter, Anglo-Siamese affairs became the duty of the For-
eignn Office in London (as Siam was an independent country) (Shunyu 1988:22-
23). . 
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alwayss been wary of Westerners, reacted with a growing distrust 
andd dislike towards anything European, and discouraged any con-
tactt  (Terwiel 1983:147-157). His younger  brother  and eventual suc-
cessor,, King Mongkut (Rama IV) had a radically different attitude 
towardss the West. Equally aware of the threat of Western presence 
towardss Siamese sovereignty, King Mongkut preferred a new ap-
proach.. He was of the opinion that the future of Siamese sover-
eigntyy would largely depend on good (trade) relationships with the 
West,, Great Britai n in particular , and to a certain adoption of West-
ernn notions and standards of civilisation and progress. When still a 
prince,, he already had a deep interest in Western science and tech-
nologyy (Barmé 1993:17-19; Terwiel 1983:149-150). King Mong-
kut' ss accession to the throne marks the beginning of a new era of 
Siamese-Westernn relationships, in which maintenance of the king-
dom'ss sovereignty was the political leitmotiv. 

Shortlyy after  concluding the Bowring treaty, King Mongkut 
soughtt  to counterbalance the British power  by concluding similar 
agreementss with the United States (1856), France (1856) and sev-
erall  other  European countries (Wyatt 1985:184). At the same time, 
however,, King Mongkut was eager  to establish a special relation-
shipp with the British as well. On the one hand, the king's general 
policyy was to negotiate only with metropolitan governments, and 
neverr  with colonial administrations. This policy was intended to 
presentt  Siam as an equal counterpart in international relationships, 
andd its king as a head of state comparable to the European monarchs 
(ibid.).. On the other  hand, somewhat ambiguously, he tried to sug-
gestt  that Siam was under  British protection (Shunya 1988:22-23; 
Terwiell  1983:187-188). In 1858, King Mongkut was assured by the 
Britishh Foreign Secretary that 'he may confidentially rely upon the 
friendshipp of the queen, but Her  Majesty wishing Siam to be thor-
oughlyy independent, would not desire to exercise any protection 
overr  that country (...)'  (quoted in Shunyu 1988:23). 

Inn the account above the interconnection between colonial 
presencee and Siamese independence begins to unfold. Modernisa-
tion,, however, comes to play a role in the later  part of the stage. For 
Kin gg Mongkut, administrative reorganisations and large technologi-
call  infrastructure s were of no great urgency. Taking into account 
thee obstacles he would have to overcome to reorganise the archaic, 
hereditaryy administration structure of the old kingdom, he felt that 
hee should not act hasty. Besides, to the king's opinion the foreign 
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threatt had faded (Wyatt 1984:186-187). Indeed, until the end of the 
1860ss Britain nor France showed much interest in expanding their 
influencee in the region. 

Thee relative stability came to an end in the 1870s. France, 
searchingg for a shortcut to China, developed an interest in the Mek-
hongg river (Wyatt 1984:197). British expatriates and enterprises ac-
tivee in Siam, feeling increasingly hindered by Siamese limitations 
andd a lack of legislation and law enforcement, asked their govern-
mentt to take action (see Brown 1992:1-4). Under these new pres-
sures,, the Siamese managed to maintain the independence of the 
kingdomm at the costs of ceding border territories and vassal states to 
Francee and Britain, and by taking advantage from Siam's position 
ass a buffer zone between the two colonial superpowers.9 By the end 
off  King Chulalongkorn's reign one third of the kingdom's original 
territoryy had been 'sacrificed' for the sake of sovereignty.10 

Siam'ss domestic policy was dominated by the pressure from 
thee two neighbouring colonial powers as well. Fundamental internal 
administrativee and infra-structural reforms were carried out to make 
Siamm a modern state. Between 1887 and 1892 - although prepara-
tionss had been made from the onset of King Chulalongkorn's 
reign111 - a range of modern ministries, with new responsibilities af-
terr European model, were established, culminating in a total reor-
ganisationn of the government in 1892. These reformations, today 
knownn as the 'Chakri Reformation,' resulted in a centralised, effi-

99 During King Chulalongkorn's reign the French occupied Sipson Chuthai (now a 
provincee of Laos) in 1888. In 1893 the Siamese ceded the left bank of the Mek-
hongg River (presently part of Laos) to France, in 1904 the Lao regions on the 
rightt Mekhong river bank opposite Luang Prabang and Champasak, and in 1907 
thee western part of present-day Cambodia. In 1909 the four tributary Malaysian 
sultanatess Kedah, Perlis, Kelantan and Trengganu were ceded to Britain (see 
Thongchaii  1994:151). 
100 Actually, this terminology to some extent is an anachronism. The concepts of 
'state'' and 'territory' do not fully apply to the situation in pre-modern Southeast 
Asiaa (see Anderson 1978;Thongchai 1994). 

Onee aspect of these preparations consisted of inviting foreign experts to help 
Siamm with the establishment of modern institutions. During the Fifth reign alto-
getherr over two-hundred advisors have been working for the Siamese govern-
ment.. For instance, the Revenues Development Office (1875), the Royal 
Telegraphh Department (1875), the Post Office (1881), the Survey Department 
(1885),, the Department of Foreign Relations (1885), the Department of Public 
Instructionn (1887) and the Royal Irrigation Department (1902) were set up with 
thee help of foreign advisors to the government (Ten Brummelhuis 1995:70-71). 
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cientt  and powerful administration and helped to prevent foreign in-
tervention.12 2 

Forr  the purpose of this study it is not necessary to deal with 
thee scale and impact of the Chakri Reformation in detail.13 This 
wouldd lead us too far  from the topic under  study: the present-day 
venerationn for  King Chulalongkorn. Some of the reforms wil l be 
discussedd in more detail later, whenever  a good understanding of 
thee ethnography requires so. 

Thee entire political triangle of colonial pressure, modernisa-
tionn and preservation of independence, moulded both the foreign 
andd internal politics of the Fifth Reign. More than anything else, 
however,, it was the faith that the king and his entourage had put in 
modernisationn - both as an end in itself as well as a means to pre-
servee independence - that ideologically fuelled these politics. Sig-
nificantly ,, as this study wil l demonstrate, the King Chulalongkorn 
cultt  is similarly carried by a faith in modernisation. Only, in the 
presentt  constellation this faith has lost its elite character: it has be-
comee 'popular*  - shared by wide sections of the urban population. 
Inn other  words, the ideology behind the King Chulalongkorn cult 
directlyy stems from concepts developed during the Fifth Reign it-
self. . 

122 At first glance, the analogy with Japan - also a monarchy, never colonised and 
rapidlyy modernising in the second half of the 19th century (the Meiji Restoration, 
1868-1910)) - seems obvious. This presumed 'parallelism' has been convincingly 
deconstructedd by Anderson (1978). See also Bateson (1984) and Battye (1974). 
Thee Meiji reformers - essentially a military dictatorship in name of the Mikado -
inn some important aspects were one generation ahead of the Siamese, most nota-
blyy in the establishment of a modern, conscription-based army (in Japan estab-
lishedd in 1873, in Siam in 1905) and an educational system (in Japan, around 
19000 all children received primary education; in Siam, an initial educational pol-
icyy at that time only existed on paper (Anderson 1978:199-203; Wyatt 
1969:384)).. The Japanese army aimed at foreign expansion (as the Chinese and 
Russiann wars demonstrate); the Siamese army at 'internal royalist consolidation' 
(ibid.:203).. In addition, Anderson observes: 'How aware the Siamese royalty 
weree of the difference between their own role and that of the Japanese emperors 
iss revealed by Rama VI's [King Vajiravudh, r. 1910-1925] remark, to his cabinet 
inn 1925, that he had no intention of being pushed aside "lik e the Mikado in Ja-
pan""  (ibid.:206). 

Separatee aspects of the Chakri Reformation have been dealt with in detail by 
Battyee (1974) on military, Brown (1992) on finance, Reynolds (1973a) on relig-
ion,, Tej (1977) on administration, Ten Brummelhuis (1995) on irrigation, Wyatt 
(1969)) on education. 
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KingKing Chulalongkorn's rise to absolute power 

Whenn King Chulalongkorn ascended the throne, there was no indi-
cationn that his reign would leave much of a trace: he was only fif-
teenn years old and seriously ill . The real power was with the regent, 
Chuangg Bunnag or Suriyawong (Somdet Chaophraya Si Suriya-
wong),, King Mongkut's former right hand. After King Mongkut's 
death,, Suriyawong had taken care that Bunnags and allies of this 
familyy were appointed on the most significant positions in the new 
government.. That Prince Chulalongkorn succeeded his father at all, 
wass probably due to Suriyawong's awareness of the importance the 
Westernn powers attributed to the notion of 'crown prince' as legiti-
matee heir-apparent. This is not as self-evident as it might appear, 
sincee 'crown prince' was not a Siamese notion yet. Ideally, the king 
selectedd his successor from a pool of suitable princes, often one of 
hiss brothers rather than one of his sons. Suriyawong, however, had 
appointedd a Bunnag (Prince Wichaichan) to the position of 'King of 
thee Front Palace' (uparat) often rendered in English as 'second 
king.'' Traditionally, the uparat (often a (half)-brother of the ruling 
king)) provided the greatest threat to and limitation of the position 
andd power of any Siamese monarch. In this case, and 'unprece-
dented'' (Wyatt 1984:191), Suriyawong made Prince Wichaichan 
alsoo 'heir-presumptive,' possibly anticipating an assumed early 
deathh of the il l king (ibid.). 

Thee young king recovered, however, to reign for forty-two 
years.. From the onset, King Chulalongkorn proved to be a man of 
hiss time. Already during the regency period he was working on a 
plann to reorganise the kingdom's administrative, financial and mili -
taryy institutions after Western colonial model. To prepare and in-
formm himself better he made - accompanied by some of his brothers 
andd half-brothers - three study tours to neighbouring colonies in 
18711 and 1872: Dutch Java and the British colonies of Singapore, 
Indiaa and Burma (Rangoon). His actual wish to visit Europe would 
onlyy come true much later, in 1897 and 1907 (Terwiel 1983:219).14 

Inn addition, King Chulalongkorn took care that his siblings and, in a 
laterr stage, his children received modern education, first by appoint-

Att the time, the king wanted to visit Europe already, but Suriyawong did not 
agreee and proposed India instead (Terwiel 1983:218). 
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ingg Western tutors in the palace and later  by sending many of his 
sonss to universities in Europe.15 

Shortlyy before the end of the regency period in 1873, King 
Chulalongkornn launched an extensive program of reforms. The 
king' ss endeavour  was motivated by modern-mindedness as well as 
aa wish to extend his power. The plan was rejected by the council of 
ministerss (senabodf) as too drastic and unrealistic (Terwiel 
1983:220).. The large concentration of power  in the hands of mem-
berss of the Bunnag family hampered the authority of the king. King 
Chulalongkornn feared the intentions of Prince Wichirayan, the 
uparat.uparat. The tensions between the two men escalated in 1874, lead-
ingg to a drastic reduction of the freedom to act for  both kings as the 
senabodisenabodi 'took over.' 

Dee facto, King Chulalongkorn had to wait almost twenty 
yearss before he could proceed with his reform plans. In the second 
halff  of the 1880s so many members of the old clique had retired or 
diedd that they posed no threat anylonger. The most powerful Bun-
nag,, ex-regent Suriyawong, died in 1883 at the age of 74. The 
uparatuparat died in 1885 (Terwiel 1983:240). In the meantime, the king 
hadd made sure that significant positions were occupied by his 
friendss and allies, among whom many of his (half)-brothers 
(ibid:251;;  Wyatt 1984: 198).16 By 1885, the balance of power  had 

155 Although King Chulalongkorn had twenty-six (half)-brothers, only Prince Sa-
watt went to Europe (London) for study (Terwiel 1983:245, note 80). Some of the 
mostt prominent brothers, like Prince Damrong and Prince Thewawong, later went 
too Europe with the explicit assignment to collect ideas on how, for instance, mod-
ernn administration or an educational system could be organised (ibid.:254). There 
were,, however, other princes who studied abroad in these early years, for instance 
Princee Prisdang Chumsai, who was a son of King Nangklao (Rama III. ) 
166 Ministerial positions held by King Chulalongkorn's (half)-brothers: Prince 
Devawongse,, Minister of Foreign Affairs (1885-1923); Prince Damrong, Minister 
off  Interior (1892-1915); Prince Narathip, Minister of Finance (1887-1893); Prince 
Naris,, Minister of Public Works (1889-1893, 1899-1905), Minister of Finance 
(1893-1894),, Minister of War (1894-1899); Prince Mahit Ratchaharithai, Minister 
off  Palace (1887-1896), Minister of Finance (1896-1906); Prince Sirithat 
Sangkhat,Sangkhat, Minister of Finance (1894-1896), Minister of the Privy Seal (1896). 
Onee brother, Prince Sommot, became the king's private secretary and was ap-
pointedd Director of the Privy Purse Department (which dealt with the finances of 
thee royal household) in 1893 (see Brown 1992). In 1892 nine of the twelve minis-
terss were King Chulalongkorn's brothers (Terwiel 1983:254). In 1906 still only 
fourr ministers out of twelve did not belong to the royal family (Brown 1992:115). 
Battye,, in this respect, speaks of the 'prince-regime' (1974:370). 
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shiftedd to the extent that the king could say: 'We ourselves have be-
comee the government.'17 During the rest of the king's lif e and reign, 
governmentall  power would remain in the hands of the royal family. 
Ass time passed by, the king's sons - returning from their studies 
abroadd - occupied more and more high government positions (see 
Battyee 1974:516-517; Brown 1992:116). The king, however, re-
mainedd the centre of power. In Terwiel's words: 'The whole cabinet 
consistedd of the "king's men", chosen because [King Chulalong-
korn]]  trusted their personal loyalty. They could be primarily seen as 
extensionss of the king' (1983:255). 

Amongg this intimate group of brothers and princes, Prince 
Damrongg Rajanubhab (1862-1943) stands out for his particular im-
portance,, for the king personally as well as for the Fifth Reign in 
general.. His influence, in the field of governance and Siamese his-
tory,, and as an author, wil l appear time and again in this study. Un-
derr the guidance of Prince Damrong as Minister of Interior (from 
18922 until 1915), the central government greatly gained in effective 
power.. As the architect of the new administrative system, the thesa-
phibanphiban system, the prince has been of special importance for the 
Chakrii  reformation. The thesaphiban system brought all levels of 
administrationn under the responsibility and control of the Ministry 
off  Interior (see Tej 1977), putting an end to the autonomy of local 
aristocracy.. The combination of these and other transformations (in 
particularr of the financial and judicial system) with the king's over-
alll  control over state affairs, finally made King Chulalongkorn the 
mostt absolute monarch Thailand ever had (cf. Chayan 1994; Engel 
1975:1;; Vella 1955). During the Fifth Reign there was no separation 
betweenn the increasing power of the state and the increasing power 
off  the king. Paradoxically, the staffing of the civil system with roy-
altyy largely nullified one essential aspect of modern governance: an 
independentt and disinterested civil service (cf. Anderson 1978:218-
219). . 

Quotedd and translated by Battye (1974:268). Quotation taken from 'The Pres-
entationn of Opinions on Governmental Reform Submitted to King Chulalongkorn 
fromm the Royal Princes and the King's Servants in 1885' (Chaonai lae 
kharatchakankharatchakan krapbangkhomthun khwamhen chat kanplianplaeng ratchakan-
phaendinRS.phaendinRS. 103, p.56 Bangkok 1967:56). 
188 King Chulalongkorn's first son to become minister was Prince Chantaburi 
(bornn in 1874), who became Minister of Finance in 1908 and would keep that 
positionn until 1923 (Brown 1992:116), 
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SafeguardingSafeguarding the absolute monarchy 

Kin gg Chulalongkorn's familiarit y with European history made him 
welll  aware of the potential threat of modern political thought to his 
throne.. He knew of the fate of the French monarchy, and the restric-
tionss the Enlightenment and liberalism imposed on the monarchies 
off  Europe. Indeed, King Chulalongkorn's position as an absolute 
monarchh was not entirely uncontested. To remedy possible dangers 
too the throne, the king relied on a Europe-inspired national ideol-
ogy,, although with a central position for  the king. Moreover, in the 
coursee of his reign, he increasingly used modern media to promote 
himselff  and his family. 

Thee king's awareness of the danger  of a revolution perhaps 
becomess most clear  from his policy never  to send any prince to 
studyy in France. Only monarchies were considered to provide a 
suitablee political environment, so the king sent the Siamese princes 
too Great Britain , Prussia and Russia. This policy, however, did not 
preventt  disagreement with princes from the king's own generation: 
severall  high-ranking princes, including some modern-minded half-
brothers,, favoured a constitutional monarchy. In 1885, the king was 
offeredd a petition which pleaded for  several reforms, including the 
establishmentt  of a constitutional monarchy and a parliament, in or-
derr  'to be accepted and respected by the Western powers as a civi-
lizedd nation. [...] No nation (chat) in Europe can believe that Siam 
maintainss justice since everything is decided by the king.'  The 
kingg rejected the suggested political reforms on practical as well as 
morall  grounds. His major  practical objection was that Siam lacked 
thee capable people a well-functioning parliament required. His 
morall  objection was based on Theravada Buddhist concepts of 
kingship,, which he contrasted with European kingship. The Siamese 
king,, according to King Chulalongkorn, has absolute power, but: 

(...)) must always practice moderation and justice. (...) Con-
trar yy to what happened in Europe, Siamese kings have led 

199 Quotation taken from Murashima's summation of the petition, as included in 
thee compilation 'The Presentation of Opinions on Governmental Reform Submit-
tedd to King Chulalongkorn from the Royal Princes and the King's Servants in 
1885'' (Chaonai lae kharatchakan krapbangkhomthun khwamhen chat kanplian-
plaengplaeng ratchakanphaendin R.S. 103, pp.21-25; Bangkok 1967:56). (Murashima 
1988:84). . 
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thee people so that both they and the country might be pros-
perouss and happy (...) [The people] have more faith in the 
kingg than in any members of parliament, because they be-
lievee that the king more than anybody else practises justice 
andd loves the people. It is enough, therefore, just to write 
intoo a constitution what already has become accepted royal 

20 0 

custom. . 

Inn this rejection of political reform, King Chulalongkorn's render-
ingg of the history of Siamese kingship reflects the idea that only a 
righteouss Buddhist king can make the kingdom and its people pros-
per.. The king silenced the liberalism within the palace by forcing 
hiss most senior opponent into exile21 and by pacifying the others 
withh ministerships and other high positions, often in the newly es-
tablishedd ministries and departments (Ten Brummelhuis 1995:71). 

Significantly,, King Chulalongkorn's ideas on kingship have 
becomee part of a national ideology constructed around the people, 
thee Buddhist religion and the monarchy (cf. Murashima 1988:85-
89).. We wil l encounter this ideology time and again as it forms the 
veryy base of the King Chulalongkorn cult itself. One of the ques-
tionss this study seeks to answer is why in the 1980s this ideology 
gainedd so much strength that a cult developed. 

CreatingCreating the royal image 

Anotherr element of the king's reign which returns in the King Chu-
lalongkornn cult is the king's extensive portraiture. As we wil l see 
laterr on, it is impossible to understand the King Chulalongkorn cult 
withoutt specifically addressing the role of portraits in the cult. The 
existingg portraits, a wide variation of paintings, photographs and 
statues,, are a direct result of the king's own interest in portraiture 
andd photography. The early portraits of King Chulalongkorn and his 

Quotationn taken from Murashima's summation of 'King Chulalongkorn's 
Speechh Explaining Governmental Reform' (Phraratchadamrat nai phrabat som-
detdet phrachulalchom klao chao yuhua son thalaeng phraboroma ratchathibai 
kaekhaikaekhai kanpokkhrong phaendin), held in 1888 (Bangkok 1927). (ibid.:85-86). 
211 One of the petitioners, the earlier mentioned Prince Prisdang Chumsai (see note 
15),, Siam's first overseas diplomat (in London), had to leave Siam in 1890/1891 
(seee Brailey 1989:15-23). 

14 4 



familyy were mainly meant to decorate his palaces. Portrait s were 
alsoo sent to European courts as gifts, a European traditio n adopted 
duringg the Fourth Reign. In the same vein, King Chulalongkorn 
fromm the onset of his reign adopted the European custom of present-
ingg a photograph (with signature) as a token of his appreciation. 

Thee various coins minted on the occasion of Bangkok's cen-
tenniall  in 1882 (at the same time the centenary of the Chakri dy-
nasty)) mark the beginning of a new policy around the king's image: 
fromm then on, coins, medals and stamps bearing the king's portrai t 
weree regularly issued.22 National events became occasions to mint 
speciall  coins with the king's portrait , stressing the unity of king and 
nation.. Probably, the increasing usage of the king's portrai t reflects 
Kin gg Chulalongkorn's increasing power. The issuing of a coin with 
thee portrai t of Prince Vajirunhi s in 1886/87, on the occasion of his 
investituree as the crown prince, supports this idea. The coin symbol-
isess a vital addition to the king's power: the official appointment of 
thee heir-apparent by the king in person. Simultaneously, the coin 
symbolisess the definitive abolition of the institution of * second 
king''  (uparat). 

Inn the last two decades of the Fifth Reign the king's image 
becamee a 'public '  image. The king's portrai t reached the general 
populacee - at least in urban and elite environments - more and more 
often,, if only on coins and stamps. Photographs of the king and his 
familyy made their  appearance on picture postcards and New-Year's 
greetingg cards, and were reproduced on a larger  scale for  distribu-
tion.. One particular  example of a 'portrait '  produced for  publicit y 
purposess is a 1905 lithograph portrayin g the five kings of the 
Chakrii  dynasty.23 The promotion of the royal image reached its ze-
nithh with the inauguration of the equestrian statue of King Chu-
lalongkornn in 1908, which was accompanied by the production of 
'equestriann statue stamps' and 'equestrian statue medallions.'24 

222 Before 1882 only two coins with an image of King Chulalongkorn were issued: 
thee first in 1871 on the occasion of King Chulalongkorn's eighteenth birthday 
(thee first Siamese coin ever carrying a monarch's image); the second in 1876, on 
thee occasion of the inauguration of Bang-Pa In Palace in Ayutthaya. The first 
stampp with an image of the king was issued in 1883. 
233 This compilation was probably inspired by a British lithograph depicting the 
Britishh queen amidst her ancestors (see 'A century of Thai Graphic Design,' 
compiledd by Anake Nawigamune, 2000:11, London: Thames and Hudson) 
244 There even was a plan to produce 'equestrian statue match boxes', but because 
off  the drawing's poor quality this part of the project was cancelled. 
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Thee development of the promotional use of royal portraits 
keepss pace with the developments in usage of royal portraiture in 
Europe,, showing that new reproduction techniques and publicity 
practicess were readily adopted in Siam. This development to a lar-
gerr extent has been the fruit of the king's own interest in portraiture 
andd his awareness of the potential of his image. The great number 
off  portraits King Chulalongkorn had made during his two European 
voyagess express this interest in particular.25 With the invitation of 
Europeann painters and sculptors to the Siamese court, King Chu-
lalongkornn not only followed his own interest, but adopted Euro-
peann royal custom as well. The same can be said of king's 
increasingg occupation with photography. Also the European monar-
chiess patronised photography. Most exemplary probably is Kaiser 
Wilhelmm (r. 1888-1918) who, employing twenty court photogra-
phers,, took great care that every moment of his life was recorded -
andd published - in accordance with his wishes (see Pohl und Wil -
derotterr 1991). 

AA royal cult 

Neitherr the king's personal interest in portraiture in a period of 
technologicall  innovations, nor his exploitation of images for politi-
call  purposes, directly explain the present proliferation of portraits in 
thee King Chulalongkorn cult. These personal and contemporary cir-
cumstancess only help to explore the mass-media based phenomenon 
thatt the King Chulalongkorn cult is. For this moment it is sufficient 
too emphasise the current omnipresence of newly produced King 
Chulalongkornn portraits, which justifies speaking, following Nithi 
(1993),, of the 'cult of King Chulalongkorn' (lakthi phithi ro ha). 
Thiss leaves us with the question about the nature of the King Chu-
lalongkornn cult. Is it a merely religious cult, in the traditional sense 
off  the word: King Chulalongkorn as a divinity, endorsing a system 
off  rites and beliefs (cf. Durkheim 1964:36)? Or are we confronted 
withh its more 'modern' and 'secular' equivalent, a 'personality 
cult?'' As this study wil l demonstrate, it is impossible to draw a line. 
Thee worshipping of King Chulalongkorn for an important part 

Seee Apinan (1992b) for a detailed account of the visits King Chulalongkorn 
paidd to European artists and the ordering of portraits and sculptures. 
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drawss upon Thai concepts of Buddhist kingship and popular  beliefs 
inn the power  of sacred images. At the same time, the cult is shaped 
andd carried by - informal , company- as well as state-controlled -
masss media, 'promoting' the image of the king. In the latter  respect, 
thee cult is as modern a phenomenon as the hype around the death of 
Princesss Diana and the enduring popularity of modern icons, such 
ass Elvis Presley ('the King') . 

Andd how to compare the King Chulalongkorn cult with, for 
instance,, the state-dominated personality cults of the (former) 
communistt  states? Some parallels are clearly in place. In the Thai 
case,, a strong state ideology dictates absolute respect for  the monar-
chy,, including kings from the past as well as members of the pre-
sentt  royal family. The legislation on lese majesty precludes even the 
mildestt  form of criticism.26 But however  relevant these circum-
stancess may be to the promotion of the image of Thailand's present 
monarch,, they do not explain the profusion of portrait s of one par-
ticularr  historical king. This largely spontaneous development indi-
catess a significant role of individual elaborations and interpretations 
off  the meaning of kingship. It also indicates that Thai notions of 
kingshipp are not fixed, but are reworked and given new meanings 
constantly. . 

Partly,, this reworking reflects the history of the monarchy's 
presencee and presentation in the course of the twentieth century. For 
severall  decades after  a militar y coup had ended the absolute monar-
chyy in 1932, kingship only remained a distant reality. Since then, 
politicall  power  was with the military , who in subsequent regimes 
soughtt  different alliances internally and abroad. Overall, Thailand 
remainedd Western-oriented with the exception of the Second World 
War,, when the government welcomed the Japanese and declared 
warr  against the United Kingdom and the United States of America. 
Thiss turn of policy was inspired by the hope to regain territor y 
cededd during the reign of King Chulalongkorn, a hope that - al-
thoughh briefly - was fulfille d indeed. This brief disloyalty to the 
Westt  was redeemed during the Cold War when the militar y sought 
too legitimate their  power  with a fervent anticommunism and al-
lowedd the United States to make Thailand their  stronghold in 

266 The law on lèse majesté was introduced in the 1890s, and has remained part of 
Thaii  legislation ever since (Sulak 1996:48-49). Thailand's most recent constitu-
tionn (1997) contains an article to protect the king from any criticism. 
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Southeastt Asia. To counterbalance the political tensions arisen, the 
royall  image of King Bhumibol Aduljadey or Rama DC (r. 1946-) 
wass promoted as a symbol of national unity. The splendour of the 
monarchyy was gradually restored, which allowed King Bhumibol to 
givee Thai kingship new import within the framework of the consti-
tution.. This study wil l address the rise of the image of King Bhumi-
boll  for its relationship with the rise of the King Chulalongkorn cult. 

AA dynamic perception of 'kingship' seems not in concor-
dancee with Thailand's image as one of the ancient kingdoms of 
(mainland)) Southeast Asia, kingship being the principal institution 
thatt ties past to the present. However, understanding the iconogra-
phyy of Buddhist kingship and the legitimating power of accompany-
ingg symbols and rituals requires attention for historical context and 
contemporaryy political processes. For Thailand, one of the Indian-
isedd states of Southeast Asia, the relation between Hinduism, Bud-
dhism,, kingship, and the political order, has been dealt with in detail 
byy Stanley Tambiah (1977; 1985).27 He analyses the transitions 
Siamesee kingship went through from the founding of the thirteenth 
centuryy kingdom of Sukhothai - when moral Buddhist concepts of 
thee king as the reincarnation of the righteous ruler or as a Bodhi-
sattvaa (Buddha-to-be) became incorporated into Hindu cosmologi-
call  concepts of the king as the centre of the universe - to the current 
situationn with the king as head of state in a constitutional monarchy. 
Tambiah'ss work makes us understand that the Thai commitment to 
Buddhismm requires charismatic monarchs (see also Aung-Thwin 
[1985]]  for a similar argument on Burmese kingship). Instead of a 
direct,, legitimating, identification of the king with the Hindu-god 
Shivaa - as was the case, for instance, in the Angkor (Khmer) god-
kingg cult (eighth-thirteenth century AD) - individuals assuming 
kingshipp have to prove their claim to power by meritorious conduct 
andd political success (Tambiah 1985:324-327). 

Iff  there were "divine kings," they were continually de-
thronedd by palace rebellions and wars of succession and se-
cession.. Divinity, or claims to universal and righteous 
kingshipp [or Buddha-hood], was based on personal charisma 

277 There is a vast amount of (historical) literature on kingship in the Indianised 
statess of Southeast Asia (Bali, Burma, Cambodia, Champa, Laos and Thailand). 
Forr a review of this literature, except for Bali, see Hagesteijn (1989). For a his-
toryy and analyses of Balinese kingship see Schulte Nordholt (1996). 
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ass much as or  even more than on institutionalised rules per-
tainingg to the tenure of office (ibid.:325). 

Inn Buddhist ideology, therefore, the king is human and is forced to 
legitimatee himself continuously, a successful dethronement being 
prooff  of the illegitimacy of the old king. Even when kings are con-
sideredd to be reincarnated Bodhisatrvas, and are attributed auspi-
ciouss power, they remain human 'for  even Buddha was a man, not 
god''  (Aung-Thwin 1985:68). This human quality of Buddhist kings 
concerns,, importantly , the living king. Dead royalty, on the other 
hand,, is believed to posses supernatural qualities. As * divine beings' 
(guardiann angels, deva, thewada) they may intervene in the world of 
man,, having become tutelary spirits of the kingdom. 

Thiss Buddhist ideology wil l prove to be still highly relevant 
forr  understanding the meaning of the monarchy and the role of the 
reigningg king - King Bhumibol Adulyadej  (Rama IX) - in the pre-
sentt  Thai constellation. For  my analysis of the King Chulalongkorn 
cultt  I wil l return to the classical notions of Buddhist kingship time 
andd again, too. However, the explanatory path of 'Buddhist king-
ship''  insufficiently accounts for  the emergence of the King Chu-
lalongkornn cult eighty years after  the king's death, nor  adequately 
fathomss its nature. The King Chulalongkorn cult, with its potential 
forr  continuous change and multipl e interpretations, its articulation 
inn the modern media, and cutting through so many layers of society, 
touchess upon more than Buddhist kingship alone. Although the 
cult' ss idiom is based on the traditional idiom around Buddhist king-
ship,, present-day issues are at stake. 

Followingg Herbert Blumer's suggestion to avoid the ten-
dencyy in social sciences to formulate abstract generalisations, I wil l 
nott  attempt to outline a precise definition or  interpretation of 'the 
Kingg Chulalongkorn cult'  nor  of the concept 'cult '  as such. Such 
concepts,, Blumer advocates, should be thought of as 'sensitising 
concepts''  (Blok 1975:33). Thinkin g of 'the King Chulalongkorn 
cult''  as a sensitising concept provides me with the possibility to fo-
cuss on processes instead of tryin g to delineate fixed meanings. It 
allowss me to better  describe and analyse the complex ethnographic 
realityy that makes up the King Chulalongkorn cult, a complex real-
ityy which requires a multi-focal approach. 
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ElusiveElusive religiosity 

Inn the opening article of the first issue of the Public Culture Bulle-
tin,tin, Arjun Appadurai and Carol Breckenridge argue for 'public cul-
ture'' as a field of study 'for those concerned with modernity as a 
globall  phenomenon' (1988:5). Public cultures - arenas of cultural 
debatee where 'other types, forms and domains of culture are en-
countering,, interrogating and contesting each other in new and un-
expectedd ways' (ibid.:6) - are paradoxical: they are cosmopolitan in 
formm (shaped by mass media, market and mobility), but insular and 
idiosyncraticc in content and meaning. The study of public cultures 
givess empirical substantiation to modernity as a multi-directional 
andd open-ended project, while at the same time raising the problem 
off  how to theorise modernity. Appadurai and Breckenridge suggest 
thee term 'public culture' because of its relative liberty from the old 
dichotomiess that bias the idea of 'popular culture,' such as rural 
versuss city, authentic versus industrial, folk versus mass, or subal-
ternn group versus elite culture.28 The concept of public culture pro-
videss a perspective in which the King Chulalongkorn cult can be 
studiedd as a junction of many processes, patterns and spaces where 
currentt Thai political, religious, and social issues are articulated. 
Nevertheless,, occasionally I will use 'popular,' but only to indicate 
whenn the opposition to 'official' matters. 

Thee King Chulalongkorn cult is but one among many recent 
'junctions'' that make up Thai public culture today. In Thailand, the 
emergencee of a new cult is nothing exceptional. Since the 1960s -
butt with an acceleration in the 1980s - the Thai religious realm has 
been,, and still is, flooded by a wave of cults around (historical) 
kings,, queens, monks, local heroes and heroines, gods and god-
desses.. The number of magic monks, spirit mediums, astrologers 
andd fortune-tellers is continuously on the rise, with people spending 
increasingg amounts of money for their services.29 These new cults 

Scholarss who advocate 'popular culture' acknowledge the concept's problem-
aticc connotations as well (see Fabian 1995 in particular). Clear enough, the idea 
behindd popular/public culture as a field of study is that of culture as praxis, 'a vast 
complexx of thought, representations and performances' (ibid.:3). 

InIn November 1995, the Thai Farmers Bank Research Centre estimated an am-
plee eleven million 'fortune telling related consultancies,' involving a total spend-
ingg of four billion baht (US$ 150,000,000) to be made during the year. The report 
concludedd that the 'business' is on the increase, see 
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andd the accompanying growth of the numbers of spirit mediums 
largelyy are urban phenomena (Irvine 1982, 1984; Morris 2000; 
Mulderr 1997:324-328; Tambiah [1984] 1988). A parallel develop-
mentt in the realm of religion is the emergence of well-organised, 
independentt reform movements. Also these movements draw their 
mainn support from urban Thai (Apinya 1993; Jackson 1989; Su-
wannaa 1990; Zehner 1990). 

Whatt cults and reform movements share is their existence 
outside,, and often in opposition to the kingdom's official religious 
institution:: the Buddhist sangha (the order of monks). The history 
off  the sangha partly is a history of active opposition against, what is 
called,, 'irrational' or * false' religious beliefs and practices. To fight 
thiss struggle the sangha is equipped with the juridical authority to 
intervenee whenever this is considered necessary. The Council of 
Elderss (supreme council of monks, mahatherasamakhomf0 has, for 
instance,, the authority to punish or even defrock monks who do not 
adheree to the monk's code of conduct (the vinaya). However, juridi-
call  authority in religious affairs lies not with the sangha alone. The 
sangha,sangha, in its turn, directly falls under the authority of the Depart-
mentt of Religious Affairs, a department of the Ministry of Educa-
tion.. A close connection between the two is assured by the double 
functionn of the Director General of the Department of Religious Af-
fairs,, who also is the Secretary General of the Council of Elders 
(Tambiahh 1977:253-254).31 The Department of Religious Affairs is 
authorisedd to arrest people and for that purpose has a special Reli-
giouss Police at its service. In the second half of the 1990s the de-
partmentt has used its power in particular against one of the major 
modernn reform movements, the Thammakai. The organisation's 
founderr was brought to justice, defrocked and sentenced to jail. 

Reformm movements such as the Thammakai - well-
organisedd and identifiable - are not too difficult to oppose for the 
officiall  authorities. Religious phenomena such as cults, unorganised 
andd extremely popular, however, cannot equally simply be pinned 

http://tfb.co.th./tfrc95/nov/fortune.htm. . 
300 The Council of Elders is an advisory body to the Supreme Patriarch (sang-
harat)harat) of the Sangha. The Council of Elders consists of the Patriarch, all monks 
withh the ecclesiastical title somdet and several monks with the status of ratcha 
khanakhana (Tambiah 1977:253-254). 
311 Most officials in the department are recruited among educated former monks 
(Tambiahh 1977:299, 351). 
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downn and eliminated. Such cults are characterised by a great inter-
nall  dynamism. They are in constant change, evolving from one 
formm into another, drawing upon official religious and political dis-
coursee but twisting its content at the same time. Followers may 
comee from virtually all walks of (urban) life, even including the 
highestt elite as well as the poorest of the urban poor. To differenti-
atee these various elusive expressions of religiosity from official 
Buddhismm and the more established reform movements, I wil l use 
thee generic term 'popular Thai religiosity.' In my perception, this 
**  popular Thai religiosity' can be understood as part of the domain 
off  'public' culture. 

Inn addition, the effervescence of the Thai religious realm 
shouldd be understood in the wider context of the global proliferation 
off  religious movements that characterised the final decades of the 
twentiethh century. Recent anthropological studies, addressing vari-
ouss parts of the world, refute the Weberian notion that modernity 
shouldd result in disenchantment, restraining religion from public 
articulationn (Behrend & Luig 1999; Comaroff & Comaroff 2001; 
Geschieree 1997; Meyer 1999; Meyer and Pels (forthcoming in 
2003);; Thoden van Velzen and Van Wetering 2001; Van der Veer 
andd Lehmann 1999; Weller 2001). The force of religious motivation 
ass a significant motor of human action not only manifests itself lo-
callyy and within the boundary of a people's own political and cul-
turall  particularities. Also global politics are increasingly confronted 
withh religiously motivated political actions and we see that, more 
andd more, today's major conflicts find expression in religious terms. 
Thiss is not to deny that political and economic frustrations and am-
bitionss are in the background of almost any religious upheaval or 
conflict.. Yet, understanding the tendency of local frustrations and 
ambitionss to be expressed in religious terms, requires the inclusion 
off  the study of religion in the study of society. Moreover, the obser-
vationn that the emergence of new religious movements is a world-
widee phenomenon provides an extra argument for taking 'religion' 
orr religious phenomena as a possible focus of a study on globalisa-
tion.. In this perspective I want to stress once more that this study 
doess not aim at a mere analysis of the King Chulalongkorn cult as a 
local,, religious phenomenon. Rather, I wil l seek to understand the 
cultt in the light of the current anthropological globalisation debate. 
Onee field of concern in this debate relevant for this study is our un-
derstandingg of 'post-colonial.' As wil l become apparent below, the 
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pridee never to have been colonised is an essential element of the 
Kingg Chulalongkorn cult, creating an inextricable link between Thai 
historyy and colonial history. 

Thainess:Thainess: independence and modernity 

Thee fact that Siam, as the only country in Southeast Asia, never has 
beenn colonised has fuelled an ideology in which the kingdom, its 
leaderss and its culture appear as possessing unique qualities. These 
distinctivee characteristics are captured by the expression khwam pen 
thaithai (Thai nationhood or Thainess), a concept introduced by King 
Vajiravudh,, or Rama VI (r.1910-1925), in 1911. According to King 
Vajiravudh,, the word Thai' has a double meaning, it means 'free' 
andd it refers to the martial race of the Thai,' inhabiting Siam (Barmé 
1993:27-30).. In this analysis, the king declares independence to be a 
naturall  and essential element of Thainess. King Vajiravudh's ideas 
gavee the impetus to an official Thai nationalism, 'willed merger of 
nationn and dynastic empire' (Anderson 1991:86), that was - and 
stilll  is - essentially ethnic in nature. 

Thee current veneration for King Chulalongkorn is rooted in 
thee idea that the safeguarding of Siam's independence has been the 
king'ss personal achievement. This study will show why 'independ-
ence'' is such a topical theme in Thai society these days: the effects 
off  global developments are experienced as putting pressure on Thai 
independencee and identity once more. 'Independence' in the King 
Chulalongkornn cult on the one hand reflects the worshippers' con-
cernss about the kingdom's sovereignty in terms of a shared, official, 
nationalistt ideology. On the other hand, we will see how 'independ-
ence'' offers an opportunity to articulate an individual's personal 
distresss as well. The king's words and deeds are experienced as 
relevantt for, and affecting, the worshipper's everyday life. In the 
relevancee of 'independence' for the public articulation of state au-
thorityy as well as popular, at times counter-hegemonic sentiments, 
thee cult appears as a 'politicised memory' (Werbner 1998:15) of 
Kingg Chulalongkorn. 

Inn a similar vein as the maintenance of independence, the 
factt that Siam has become a modern nation is perceived as King 
Chulalongkorn'ss personal achievement. In this perception, the king, 
byy deliberately modernising his kingdom, has made modernity an 
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essentiall  attribute of Thainess as well. Analysing the meaning of 
'modern'' as it appears in the King Chulalongkorn cult, however, is 
complicatedd by the fact that modernity and modernisation are a sub-
jectt of study on two different levels. On the one hand, the overall 
researchh concerns Thai society and culture as a 'case of modernity.' 
Onn the other hand, Thai perceptions of modernity are part of the 
empiricall  material to be analysed. 

Too current anthropological understanding, modernity is no 
longerr a singular, uniform historical stage, to be reached through 
processess of rationalisation, secularisation, and technological devel-
opment,, or, in one word, modernisation. Modernity is widely ac-
knowledgedd to be a condition, a specific mode of 'being in the 
world,'' only partly characterised by modernisation and relative to 
particularr historical and cultural circumstances. One shared aspect 
off  modernity to appear in this culturalist view, however, is the field 
off  tension between the contradictory tendencies towards organisa-
tionall  rationalisation, and individual or collective autonomy (Kahn 
2001).. In these terms, an analysis of the King Chulalongkorn cult, 
soo explicitly concerned with modernity, should shed light on the 
wayy Thai modernity deals with this field of tension in our era of 
globalisation. . 

CulturalCultural style 

Soo far, a perspective has arisen in which the cult appears as a plat-
formm where worshippers articulate and rework an idiom to reflect on 
Thailand'ss position in a globalising world. The present section wil l 
deall  more explicitly with the people involved with the cult. Gener-
allyy speaking, they belong to the sections of society most involved 
withh the 1980s' 'new economy.' As already said, the King Chu-
lalongkornn cult is a recent and largely urban phenomenon, which 
developedd during a period of extraordinary economic growth. Be-
tweenn 1985 and 1995, Thailand's economic growth was the world's 
largestt (Pasuk and Baker 1998:1). Although it is impossible to pin 
downn a precise year or period of origin of the cult, worshippers of 
Kingg Chulalongkorn did not appear at the statue in larger numbers 
beforee 1990 (cf. Nithi 1993). The years just before the King Chu-
lalongkornn cult emerged, were the years the Thai economic boom 
began.. Until 1985, the year the Thai economy had almost come to a 

24 4 



standstill,, the economy mainly relied on the export of agricultural 
products.. After 1985, manufacture and services (tourism) replaced 
agriculturee as the driving forces of the economy: in the following 
decadee Thailand's real GDP annually grew with more than ten per-
centt (Pasuk and Baker 1995:151-153). My proposition of an inter-
connectionn between the emergence of the King Chulalongkorn cult 
andd the profound changes Thai society went through after 1985, 
however,, does not imply that I see the King Chulalongkorn cult as a 
meree response to economic factors. Rather, I will approach the cult 
ass a complex of interactions between a variety of local and individ-
uall  practices and discourses, and wider political power configura-
tionss and ideologies. 

Thee inflow of foreign investments and cash earnings, spur-
ringring industries and business conglomerates, profoundly affected the 
compositionn of the urban population. In response to the industries' 
andd services' need for a workforce, millions of people - mainly mi-
grantss from the countryside, both temporary and permanent - came 
too live and work in the urban areas.32 Proportionally, the white-
collarr workforce expanded most rapidly, to over six million people 
inn 1990 (Ockey 1999:234-235).33 As a consequence, business and 
industryy increasingly competed with the government for educated 
employees. . 

Thee drastic change in size and composition of the urban 
populacee went with a rapid increase in spending power of millions 
off  people. Within three years after the boom began, the large ex-
pendituree on consumer products (houses, cars, luxuries) caused a 
secondaryy boom in the domestic economy (Pasuk and Baker 
1995:162-164).. Thai perceptions of prosperity fundamentally 
changed,, and consumerism became a central feature of the lifestyle 
off  Thai urbanity. A modern, affluent middle-class lifestyle, marked 
byy private cars, shopping malls, brand clothes, fast food, cellular 
phones,, air-conditioned houses, appeared within everybody's reach, 

Thee total increase between 1984 and 1996 in non-agricultural employment was 
eightt million, while peak season employment in agriculture shrank by two million 
inn the same period (Pasuk and Baker 2000:84). 
333 The percentage of people in this category with white-collar jobs rose from 9,85 
%% of the total workforce in 1960 to 22,2 % in 1990. Ockey reckons the following 
occupationss as belonging to this group: professional, technical and related work-
ers;; administrative, executive managerial workers and government officials; 
clericall  and related workers; sales workers and service workers (1999:234-235). 
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att least in an urban environment. The seductive power of consumer-
ismm affected lower-income fragments of the middle class and work-
ingg class as much as it did the 'new rich' (cf. Mill s 1997, 1999). 

Thee aspect of lifestyle reflects that there is no separation be-
tweenn the dynamics of economic and cultural change. Hence, mid-
dlee class should not be delineated merely in terms of occupation, 
educationn and income (Dwyer 2000; Gerke 1995; Mill s 1997,1999; 
Ockeyy 1999). Appadurai (2001) in this respect speaks of a 'politics 
off  style:' also the working class, or urban poor attempt to live the 
lifestylee of the middle class as a strategy of survival. This, what I 
wouldd like to call, 'aspiring middle class' desires participation in a 
lifestylee which it cannot afford, but from which its members culti-
vatee certain 'practices' or 'styles' in order to survive in a changing 
politicall  and economic context (Ferguson 1999:101). In order to 
conceivee cultural differences between social categories Ferguson 
introducess the concept of cultural style as a 'performative capacity' 
(ibid.:98).. Participation in a cultural style 'unites people in sending 
similarr stylistic messages, but they may at the same time have di-
versee motives, values, or views of the world' (ibid.:97). I consider 
thee King Chulalongkorn cult as such a cultivated cultural practice of 
signification,, and participation in the cult as part of a cultural style, 
or,, in Miller's terms, as the surface where 'being Thai' is located 
(cf.. 1993:310-311). 

TheThe research 

Thee urban and middle class character of the King Chulalongkorn 
cultt does not imply that no expressions of veneration for King Chu-
lalongkornn can be found in the rural areas. At village schools, in the 
officess of local officials, and sometimes in private houses 'King 
Chulalongkornn portraits' may be found. King Chulalongkorn, that 
is,, the king's image, has reached every nook and cranny of the 
kingdomm by now, for certain. The dissemination of the royal image, 
however,, through television programs, magazines and mass repro-
ductionn of portraits is an urban and middle class affair. And it is 
alsoo in town and city that, without exaggeration, his image is omni-
present.. As soon as one leaves the village for the provincial town, 
Kingg Chulalongkorn is there. King Chulalongkorn has become 
popularr in both senses of the term. This situation has led me to con-
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ductt my research along two different, but related, paths. First, re-
searchh was conducted among urban worshippers of King Chu-
lalongkorn.. Second, I included a specific focus on King 
Chulalongkornn products of * public culture.' 

Thee research has been conducted in two cities: Bangkok and 
Chiangg Mai. Chiang Mai is the main town of Northern Thailand and 
liess at a 600 kilometres north from Bangkok. From September 1996 
untill  December 1997 I lived in Chiang Mai, while occasionally 
stayingg in Bangkok. In October 1998 I returned for another two 
monthss to conduct additional fieldwork. Selecting interviewees was 
nott as matter-of-course as it might seem. In spite of its immense 
scale,, the King Chulalongkorn cult proved to be highly fragmented. 
Thiss caused the kind of practical problems probably intrinsic to ur-
bann anthropological research. There are no limitations in terms of 
locationn or the number of people who might be included in the re-
search:: since almost everybody in any city worships King Chu-
lalongkornn to some extent, the research could, in principle, have 
beenn conducted in any town among anybody. Nevertheless, to avoid 
thee danger of drowning in an excess of information, a selection had 
too be made in terms of location or degree of involvement with the 
cult. . 

Too demarcate the research in Chiang Mai, I took the follow-
ingg path: first of all, I took material objects of public culture as my 
lead.. The King Chulalongkorn cult for one part is manifested by a 
hugee output of 'King Chulalongkorn products,' such as (objects 
with)) portraits, statuettes, coins, leaflets, tapes, videos, magazines, 
advertisements,, television programs, and books. Initially, I concen-
tratedtrated on portraits in shops, assuming that this would teach me 
somethingg about the owners' motivations and preferences, and how 
portraitss generally are obtained. I chose shops because they are eas-
ilyily  accessible, while there is a reasonable chance of getting engaged 
inn a conversation with the owner or shop keeper. These initial inves-
tigationss made clear that quite a few portraits came from the same 
source:: a temple located at the outskirts of the city. This temple, 
Watt Doi Chang, turned out to be a centre of King Chulalongkorn 
worship.344 Subsequently, Wat Doi Chang - the abbot, its visitors, its 
festivalss - became a major focus of my research. I regularly at-
tendedd the daily morning and afternoon sessions, in which the abbot 

Forr reasons of privacy the name of the temple is fictitious. 
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receivedd lay people who had come to consult him. Much of my 
understandingg of the King Chulalongkorn cult I owe to my conver-
sationss with the abbot, listening to his conversations with the temple 
visitors,, and my own conversations with the visitors. Next to these 
dailyy interactions, the temple's festivals have been of great signifi-
cancee for my research, too.36 

Ass my circle of contacts expanded, I also met people who 
possessedd coins with the image of the king. As with the portraits, it 
turnedd out that there was one major source in the vicinity, in this 
casee a spirit medium. This woman, Mae Wan, lives some ten kilo-
metress outside the city. She is regularly possessed by King Chu-
lalongkorn'ss spirit, usually on Sundays. My research at the spirit 
medium'ss residence followed the same line as that at the temple. I 
regularlyy attended Mae Wan's spirit medium sessions, which were 
nott exclusively 'Sunday King Chulalongkorn sessions.' During the 
weekk other spirits possessed Mae Wan, and almost every day peo-
plee came to consult the medium. I attended these sessions to listen 
too the conversations between the possessed medium and her audi-
ence,, and also was in the position to engage in conversations with 
thee visitors myself. Some of the possessing spirits - unlike the spirit 
off  King Chulalongkorn -were hard to follow for me as they only 
spokee in Northern Thai, the local language. Many times, people in 
thee audience as well as the possessed medium herself willingl y ex-
plainedd the content of the conversation to me afterwards. 

Inn Chiang Mai, the temple and the spirit medium where the 
majorr places were I conducted my research. In addition, I engaged 
withh people not particularly involved with these 'King Chulalong-
kornn cult centres,' people I met in rather random situations, or when 
visitingg a shop or another place where images of the king were on 
display.. My focus on the public culture around King Chulalongkorn 
alsoo led me to artisans making King Chulalongkorn portraits, to au-
thorss of King Chulalongkorn books and to places were King Chu-
lalongkornn products were for sale (photo shops and artisan's 

Duringg my research, the abbot's fame rose. The number of people who came 
forr a personal consult increased rapidly, leaving the abbot hardly any time for 
himselff  during the day time. Early 1997, the abbot decided to have office hours. 
366 The portraits I found in the city had been distributed at the temple's festivals. 
377 Her name is fictitious, too. 

Often,, King Chulalongkorn coins were distributed during these Sunday ses-
sions. . 
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markets),, both in Bangkok and Chiang Mai. The interviews with 
thesee producers and sellers of King Chulalongkorn products intro-
ducedd me to the artistic and commercial dimensions of the King 
Chulalongkornn cult. 

Thee central position of the equestrian statue in the cult gave 
thee research in Bangkok a more spatial focus. Apart from the gath-
eringss around Chulalongkorn Day, people came to worship King 
Chulalongkornn at the equestrian statue on specific days of the week. 
Theree were two important evenings, with a third developing: gather-
ingss of individual worshippers on Tuesday evenings; gatherings 
dominatedd by an organisation named the 'Prayers Society*  on 
Thursdayy evenings; and gatherings on Saturday evenings, similar to 
thosee on Tuesdays, though more modest in terms of number of peo-
pie.39 9 

Thee Royal Plaza gatherings opened my eyes for dimensions 
off  the cult which were absent or remained invisible in Chiang Mai. 
Heree I only mention the predominance of the equestrian statue over 
anyy other image of King Chulalongkorn, and the significance of the 
publicc aspects of the cult. The Royal Plaza showed me a different 
facee of the cult as well. Next to the self-controlled, devotional at-
mospheree of worship, not unlike that at Wat Doi Chang or during 
thee spirit medium sessions, there was something ominous in the air. 
Amidstt the well-to-do worshippers, large numbers of rivalling ur-
bann poor - street vendors, disabled, and beggars - tried to make a 
living.. Competing street vendors regularly got engaged in minor 
disturbances.. Some evenings, the ostentatious presence of police 
andd other officials added to a tense atmosphere. In the course of my 
research,, police efforts to ban the marginal from the square in-
creased.. Another harsh reality was the traffic. In fact, the gatherings 
happenedd on an island amidst a continuous flow of cars and motor-
bikes,, passing with high speed on both sides. In the dark, crossing 
fromm the pedestrian area along the square to the safety within the 
fencedd area in the middle was dangerous, and sometimes almost 
impossible.. Late on Saturday evenings, youngsters on motorbikes 
usedd to compete around the fenced area with high speed. Some-

Thee full name of the Prayers Society is Jinapanjara Suttam Prayers Society 
(Chomrom(Chomrom Suatmon Phrakhatha Chinnapanchon/Society for Chanting the Ven-
erablee Chinnapanchon Formula). I have not chosen to use a fictitious name for 
thiss organisation because, different from the abbot and the spirit medium and 
theirr visitors, the Prayers Society explicitly seeks publicity for its activities. 
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wheree in 1997, the police put an end to this practice. When I re-
turnedd in 1998, the square was closed for traffic on Tuesday eve-
nings. . 

Differentt from the cult centres in Chiang Mai, where the 
situationn allowed the establishment of more permanent contacts 
withh regular visitors, I only had single contacts with Tuesday and 
Saturdayy worshippers. The Thursday gatherings, however, provided 
differentt contact opportunities. The Prayers Society appeared to be 
well-organised,, well-equipped and easily accessible. I therefore 
couldd establish a more lasting relationship with this organisation 
andd several of its members. I participated in its entire program of 
prayerr sessions, which apart from the Thursday sessions at the 
equestriann statue included evening praying sessions throughout the 
week,, at other royal monuments and the organisation's headquar-
ters.. My contacts with the Prayers Society contributed significantly 
too my research because they provided insight in the relationship be-
tweenn the King Chulalongkorn cult and other cults popular at the 
time.. In addition, this part of the research shed a light on the influ-
encee certain groups exert on the appearance, discourse and contents 
off  phenomena like the King Chulalongkorn cult. 

OutlineOutline of the study 

Clearlyy enough, writing an ethnography of 'the King Chulalongkorn 
cult'' is neither an unequivocal, nor indisputable exercise. As I have 
argued,, 'the King Chulalongkorn cult' as a clearly bounded entity 
doess not exist: its contours are tattered, its contents vague and ever-
changing.. This makes it difficult, if not impossible, to state 'this is 
wheree the cult ends, here we enter something entirely different.' A 
studyy of 'the King Chulalongkorn cult' without explicitly respond-
ingg to the mercurial quality of Thai popular religiosity would come 
closee to reification. I therefore have chosen to devote the first part 
off  this study to the contents and appearance of the King Chulalong-
kornn cult (Chapter I, II and III) , while the second part (Chapter IV 
andd V) places the King Chulalongkorn cult in its wider religious 
andd political context. 

Chapterr I presents the myth that underlies the present ven-
erationn for King Chulalongkorn. For, although referring to history, 
thee King Chulalongkorn cult is carried by imaginations about the 

30 0 



past.. A selection from the body of narratives constituting the myth 
iss recounted and analysed. Furthermore, the chapter  studies the 
processess that provide the narratives with an ever  increasing com-
pellingg power, as well as the role of mass media in shaping the cult. 
Chapterr  II  addresses the role of the king's image in the cult. Elabo-
ratingg on Benjamin's concept of aura, I analyse the intrinsi c connec-
tionn between visual image and myth. The chapter  explains the 
reciprocityy between the mass production of images and traditional 
Buddhistt  concepts of the power  of sacred images. Important issues 
heree are the relationship between mass products and unique prod-
uctss of art and craft, and the ways individuals relate their  personal 
experiencess to the King Chulalongkorn portrait s they own. Chapter 
II II  deals with the relation between official state ideology and ritual , 
andd the popular  interpretations of these, discussing the appropria-
tionn of the state ritual in different contexts. An analysis of this as-
pectt  of appropriation explores the tension between 'official '  and 
'popular // and provides a view on the emancipatory dimension of 
thee cult. 

Wheree Chapter  II  mainly deals with the level of individual 
worshippers,, and Chapter  II I  addresses the level of loosely organ-
isedd circles of worship (mainly those around Wat Doi Chang temple 
andd the spirit medium Mae Wan), Chapter  IV widens the scope on 
thee King Chulalongkorn cult and introduces the level of well-
definedd organisations involved with the cult. The chapter  is built 
aroundd the Prayers Society, for  two reasons. First, the society's case 
demonstratess how a relatively small organisation is able to influ -
encee the appearance and contents of a cult far  beyond its direct 
reach.. Second, with its history of over  forty years, the organisation 
offerss a rare opportunity to situate the King Chulalongkorn cult in 
thee dynamics of Thai popular  religiosity over  an extended period of 
time.. Furthermore, the Prayers Society's complex teachings enable 
mee to position the King Chulalongkorn cult amidst other  elements 
off  Thai popular  religiosity, such as millennerianism and the cults 
aroundd venerated monks. Without this whole constellation of popu-
larr  religiosity as a background, the sudden emergence of the King 
Chulalongkornn cult would remain an enigma. Finally, studying the 
rolee of an elite network in the background of the Prayers Society 
andd related organisations, the chapter  explores the interaction be-
tweenn political and religious discourse, including the influence of 
globall  politics on these discourses. This elite is the more important, 
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becausee its involvement makes participatin g in cults, including the 
Kin gg Chulalongkorn cult, viable for  a far  wider  group of modern-
mindedd middle class Thai. 

Whereass Chapter  IV places the King Chulalongkorn cult 
amidstt  other  expressions of popular  religiosity, Chapter  V places 
thee cult in the perspective of the general veneration for  the monar-
chyy and kingship. Exploring the convergence and divergence of the 
venerationn for  King Bhumibol and the King Chulalongkorn cult, the 
chapterss investigates how feelings of hope and desire as well as 
worriess and unease about present-day economic and political devel-
opmentss are articulated around the images of these two kings. Linkin g 
thee development of King Bhumibol's image to the kingdom's po-
litica ll  ups and downs during the more than fifty  years of his reign, 
thee chapter  seeks to relate the ever  increasing popularity of both 
kingss to the increasing expectations about the beneficient effects of 
Buddhistt  kingship. 
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TheThe Great Beloved King 

Ass a first introduction to the King Chulalongkorn cult this chapter 
presentss the major  narratives that circulate in Thailand about the 
king,, his personality, and achievements. Mainly through the school 
historyy curriculu m a general body of knowledge on King Chu-
lalongkornn is shared at least by those who followed secondary edu-
cation.11 But how to understand the process that has led to the 
presentt  worshipping of the king as a divine being? What circum-
stancess have made the perception shift from an important historical 
kingg to a powerful spirit? Or, if these ideas can be traced back to an 
earlierr  period, why have they come to the fore so massively only 
recently?? It wil l be difficul t to provide an absolute answer  to these 
questions.. It is possible, however, to delineate several aspects of the 
complexx interactions between popular  religiosity, mass media, eco-
nomicc and political developments, and the influence of certain 
groupss or  even certain individuals in society that have contributed 
too the cult's present form and scale. In this chapter  the singular  nar-
ratives,, their  construction, dissemination and appropriation wil l be 
highlightedd as one particular  dimension of these societal interac-
tions. . 

Too analyse the King Chulalongkorn cult by taking the narra-
tivess about King Chulalongkorn as a starting point also implies the 
questionn of their  authorship or  intellectual ownership. As this study 
wil ll  demonstrate, the body of narratives is a Thai collective con-
struct.. What is the implication of this 'collective authorship' for  the 
narratives''  meaning? And how to outline that collective? The social 
realitiess of the participants in the King Chulalongkorn cult widely 
differ ,, and participation in reception and production of the imagina-
tionn around the king equally varies both between and within differ-
entt  groups in society. Furthermore, 'Kin g Chulalongkorn' does not 
havee the same meaning for  everybody sharing in the veneration for 

11 Sixty-three percent of the Thai youth entered secondary education in 1994 
(source:: Ministry of Education, in Pasuk & Baker 1998:146). Enrolment in pri-
maryy education also improved during the last decades. The present generations 
wil ll  have followed at least the legal minimum of six years primary school 
(ibid.:128,133). . 
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thee king. Following others who have dealt with the problem that 
'collective'' implicitly involves social consensus, I wil l use the term 
'social'' instead (cf. Burke 1997:43-47; Connerton 1989). 

Sincee it is possible to distinguish different social - particu-
larlyy urban and elite - strata with a significant impact on the cult, it 
iss tempting to approach the cult from a Weberian perspective. We-
berr emphasised in his work on society and religion in China and In-
diaa the importance of intellectuals or literati in the development of 
religiouss ideas (Gerth & Mill s 1991 [1948]: 416-444). Indeed, many 
aspectss of the King Chulalongkorn cult - including ideas on Bud-
dhistt kingship and the narratives about King Chulalongkorn - can 
bee traced back to the thought and writings of contemporary intellec-
tuals,, for a substantial part close relatives of the king, and even to 
thee king himself (cf. Barmé 1993; Murashima 1988; Reynolds 
1973b).. The image of King Chulalongkorn as it arises from these 
elitee efforts therefore may explain the veneration for King Chu-
lalongkorn.. However, these efforts insufficiently explain how this 
venerationn could turn into a mass cult in the last decade of the twen-
tiethh century. 

MediaMedia and censorship 

Weber'ss insight in the significance of the elite in producing reli-
giouss ideas well fits the social situation in late 19t and early 20* 
centuryy Siam. In present-day Thailand, however, literacy as such 
hass ceased to be the largely exclusive domain of the elite (Hamilton 
1993;; Reynolds 1973b). Today, print has become a mass medium. 
Therefore,, opportunities to publish and access to literature have re-
placedd the importance of mere literacy in the spread of ideas, in this 
particularr case, ideas on King Chulalongkorn. In addition, produc-
tionss featuring the king are not limited to literary media, but equally 
frequentlyy appear in other mass media like television, video, and 
cassettee tapes. This situation gives rise to several questions. First, 
whichh organisations, groups, institutions or mere individuals do dis-
seminatee ideas or information about King Chulalongkorn? Second, 
whatt is the nature of these messages? And third, how are the mes-
sagess received and appropriated by audiences? To answer the last 
questionn would require a thorough audience survey, which is be-
yondd the scope of this study. Instead I have chosen to study the 
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productss of the different media to provide an impression of how the 
Kin gg Chulalongkorn cult is shaped and expressed through mass 
media. . 

Inn Thailand radio and television broadcasting have always 
beenn under  strict militar y and government control. Before airing, 
programss are subjected to strict censorship 'to ensure that nothing is 
broadcastt  that would threaten the peace and unity of the nation, 
jeopardisee the country's relationship with other  nations, or  aid the 
glorificatio nn of criminals and criminal behaviour' (Hamilton 
1993b:518-519).22 The news, live broadcasts, and government-
producedd documentary programs are not subject to censorship in 
advancee (ibid.:519). These regulations and prohibition s equally ap-
plyy to everything published in print . However, irrespective of the 
factt  that this censorship system continues to exist, daily reality 
showss that it is virtuall y impossible to keep pace with the content 
andd impact of the printed media, and even of radio and television. In 
thee Thai arena of modern mass media today, there are no single 
dominantt  players. 

Thee loosening of media control from official agencies took 
offf  in the second half of the eighties when mass media became big 
business.. Large media conglomerates have developed alongside the 
existingg media ventures (like newspapers), making huge amounts of 

22 Enforcement of these regulations is not always strict. It is, for instance, not al-
lowedd to produce films with actors dressed as a monk or novice (cf. Hamilton 
1993).. However, in a recent (1999) movie by Director Nonzee Nimibutr (Nang 
Nak,Nak, Mrs. Nak), there is an important role for the highly venerated, historical 
monkk Somdet To (see Chapter IV for more on this monk) and his novice. The 
moviee became one of the greatest successes in the history of the Thai film indus-
try.. Within one week already more than three million dollar in revenues were 
madee (it took the film Titanic three months to reach that amount in Thailand). 
Thee director has not received one single complaint about the appearance of Som-
dett To (Interview with Nonzee Nimibutr, 5/2/2000). Also in 1999, however, the 
controversyy about the making of the film Anna and the King reached its zenith. 
Duee to the high Thai sensitivity concerning the portrayal of the king (not King 
Chulalongkornn but his father, King Mongkut or King Rama IV), the director 
(Andyy Tennant), even after having re-written the script five times, got no permis-
sionn to produce the film in Thailand. Circulation of the film in Thailand is also 
prohibited.. This indicates the Thai sensitivity as soon as it comes to royalty and 
thee image of kings. According to Nonzee it would not be possible yet to make a 
moviee about the reign of King Chulalongkorn, with the king figuring in the story. 
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moneyy in the advertising industry,3 as well as with establishing 
magazines,, business newspapers, and satellite channels, and with 
launchingg music and television stars and the subsequent marketing 
off  albums, video's and concerts (Pasuk & Baker 1998:47-49). Not 
onlyy Thailand's expanding middle class became a lucrative market 
forr media products, but also the country's rural population increas-
inglyy became an explicit target. The rapid increase of TV ownership 
wass fundamental in this development. In 1985 almost the entire ur-
bann population and already half of the rural households owned a 
television.. At present a television can be found in virtually every 
homee (ibid.: 162-165). The unconditional commitment of the suc-
cessivee governments to economic liberalisation and privatisation 
inevitablyy caused more and more breaches in the monopoly of army 
andd government over the media. To compete with the privately 
ownedd companies, also government and army channels launched 
theirr own programs directed at the taste of the public, like soaps, 
drama,, talk shows and phone-ins, hiring private companies to pro-
ducee these programs.4 

Inn terms of censorship, particularly the programs in which 
thee public participates, like talk shows or phone-ins, are problem-
atic.. The development of such programs demonstrates the desire for 
aa more liberal policy on freedom of speech and for a wider, more 
democraticc access to the electronic media. The relationship between 
government,, media, and public is continuously pressurised by socie-
tall  groups like academics, NGO's, and women organisations de-
mandingg progressive reforms. Thailand's first independent channel 
(ITV ,, launched in 1996 and run by a large business consortium), at 
presentt airs Mong Tang Mum (A Different Perspective), one of the 
country'ss most controversial talk shows. 

Inn times of crisis - whether these be economic or political -
armyy and government representatives' first reaction is that of media 
repression,, forbidding the broadcasting of this kind of 'potentially 

33 The increase in revenues from advertisements rose with twenty-five percent a 
yearr since 1985 on, to an amount of 36 billion baht (US$ 1,15 billion) in 1994 
(Pasukk & Baker 1998:48). 

Att present there are two government television channels, two army channels and 
twoo commercial channels. The military are in control over their own television 
channelss and radio stations, while all several hundred other radio stations fall un-
derr the responsibility of the Mass Communications Organisation of Thailand, an 
organisationn under the Public Relations Department. 
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subversive'' shows.5 Repression, including intimidation and assaults 
onn critical journalists or other opponents, still is a common practise 
too protect the economic and political interests of those in charge. 
Thiss atmosphere also induces a considerable amount of self-
censorship.. Particularly the strict legislation on lese majesty is a 
mechanismm to prevent any unwelcome reporting on the monarchy 
(cf.. Hamilton 1993:520). At the same time, there is no change yet in 
thee old-time army and government policy of using (electronic) me-
diaa as a major means for the propagation of government policies, as 
welll  as ideas on national security, religious topics and the monar-
chy. . 

KingKing Chulalongkorn publicity 

AA major example of government-controlled publicity regarding 
Kingg Chulalongkorn are the many mini documentaries devoted to 
him.. These mini documentaries are part of a wider category of 
small,, propagandistic TV productions. I wil l describe this general 
categoryy with special emphasis on the way King Chulalongkorn is 
featuredd in them. 

Inn the context of the dynamic commercialisation which has 
drasticallyy reshaped form and content of the Thai media-scape over 
thee last two decades, the prime time programming of army and gov-
ernmentt channels seems anachronistic. Around the 8 PM evening 
news,, Thailand's most densely viewed television program, short 
documentariess featuring King Chulalongkorn are among the kind of 
programss that one might encounter. 'King Chulalongkorn pro-
grams'' fit  the above mentioned category of 'government-produced 
documentary,'' and are part of the daily repertoire on royalty. Some 
off  the 'documentaries' I have seen, have a particular form: they 
weree too long to consider them just an 'advertisement,' and too 
shortt to consider them a documentary or a serious attempt at cover-
ingg the topic concerned. In the period I conducted my research, 

55 A clear example were the attempts of Prime Minister Banharn Silpa-archa (PM 
fromm 1995-1996) to control the stream of scandals and negative opinions on his 
corruptt politics by closing down Mong Tang Mum, a deed which met wide critical 
opposition.. This and the several other suppressive measures undertaken, did not 
savee Banharn and his government from political failure. See Hamilton (1993) for 
ann overview and analysis on media and censorship in Thailand. 
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Channell  9 (one of the government channels), for instance, broadcast 
a,, seemingly endless, daily three minute series on Vimanmek Man-
sionn - one of King Chulalongkorn's palaces in Bangkok and a mu-
seumm at present - and the royal objects at display in the building. In 
19822 Queen Sirikit (the present queen) took the initiative to restore 
thee building and to make it a museum as a means to commemorate 
Kingg Chulalongkorn. The program, a long advertisement for the 
museumm indeed, giving detailed information on the numerous 'King 
Chulalongkornn objects' at display, was produced by one of Thai-
land'ss many private media companies (World Wide Vision) and 
sponsoredd by Thai Airways, Electricity Generating Authority of 
Thailandd (EGAT) and Yim Sayam (another private company). Thai 
Airwayss and EGAT are, together with other (semi) government de-
partmentss and organisations like the Tourism Authority of Thailand, 
thee Telephone Organisation of Thailand and the National Energy 
Policyy Office, major sponsors of the daily stream of this kind of 
brieff  educational programs on royal history, safety, good behaviour, 
artss and culture, and environmental issues. 

Anotherr example of a daily mini series on royal history, 
whichh was usually immediately broadcast after the Vimanmek se-
ries,, is Thoronin Thin Thai (Soil of the Thai Land). This series re-
countedd Thai history by focussing on the nation's major heroes, a 
pointt of view which in the Thai case automatically implies an al-
mostt solid focus on historical kings.6 The program usually departed 
fromm the most important statue of a particular king, and while the 
screenn switched to other sites connected with this king, such as a 
palace,, temple shrine or other statues, a powerful male voice-over 
toldd in a few lines the hero's most important deeds. The program 
wass a combined production of the Military Social Welfare Depart-
mentt and Alphatec Group, another private media company. 

AA second kind of program concerned historical documenta-
riess broadcast on the anniversary days of people or institutions, 
wheree royalty was involved in one way or the other. This kind of 
documentary,, usually aired by all government and army channels, 

66 Identifying kings as national heroes is not a recent phenomenon. In 1977, An-
derson,, comparing Thailand with other (colonised) Southeast-Asian countries, 
wrote:: The heroes of Thai children school-books have not been journalists, union 
leaders,, teachers and politicians who spent years in colonial jails, but above all 
thee "great kings" of the ruling house' (1977:21). See also below for the promotion 
off  hero-kings in the early 20' century. 
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couldd encompass a wide range of topics. A good example are 
documentariess commemorating the 100th anniversaries of govern-
mentt  related institutions, like the Red Cross and the national health 
caree of which Queen Siriki t is the patron. As many of these (semi) 
governmentt  institutions were established during the reign of King 
Chulalongkorn,, the documentaries also deal with the reign of this 
king.. Again Thai Airways often is a major  sponsor  of these docu-
mentaries. . 

Besidess that such programs offer  a pictorial recounting of 
thee history on King Chulalongkorn as it is disseminated through the 
schooll  curriculum , they connect the present with the past by pre-
sentingg a direct link from the activities of the present royal family 
withh that of their  illustriou s ancestor. Something similar  can be said 
off  books published under  patronage of high representatives of the 
military ,, the government, politicians and private companies, some-
timess even sanctioned by the highest representative of the Buddhist 
clergyy (the supreme patriarch or  sangharai), which again demon-
stratess the strong linkages within these power  groups. Such books 
mayy be published on the occasion of commemorative events, to 
raisee funds for  charity, or  to express a linkage with King Chu-
lalongkornn or  the present royal family. 

Nott  the few relatively expensive, pretentious publications 
fil ll  a bookstore's 'Kin g Chulalongkorn shelve,'  however, but the 
many,, many cheap, popular  booklets, written, compiled and pub-
lishedd by journalists, quasi-historians or  'unclear' organisations.7 

Clearly,, access to the printed media is not limited to the elite or 
bourgeoiss strata of society. Similarly , in Thai and English-language 
locall  magazines and newspapers alike, King Chulalongkorn regu-
larl yy appears as a topic. Moreover, large quantities of religious pub-
licationss with King Chulalongkorn as a major  topic are for  sale 
everywhere.. The borderline between 'history ' and 'religion ' in a 
bookk quoting bits and pieces of the king's written or  spoken words 
ass a moral life-guide is of course difficul t to draw. But next to this 
somewhatt  fuzzy category, religious publishing houses produce 
bookletss and tapes with magical prayers to address King Chu-
lalongkorn,, not to mention the millions of portrait s reproduced in all 

Ann example is Banthuk Sayam/Siam Recorder, a writers' association (samnak 
khian)khian) which during my research (September 1996-October 1997) published at 
leastt six books with 'King Chulalongkorn' as the main topic. 

39 9 



availablee techniques (see Chapter II) . In the immensely popular re-
ligiouss magazines, like Saksit, Maha Phot, or  Kamnot Kam, King 
Chulalongkornn and his magical, spiritual powers are as much a 
topicc as are famous monks and their powers. Judging from my own 
experiencess at significant places of worship, such as the Royal 
Plazaa (see the Introduction), in the course of time there must have 
beenn numerous individuals or companies who decided to have large 
quantitiess of leaflets or booklets with instructions (tamra) on 'how 
too worship King Chulalongkorn' printed for free distribution. 

Ass the material provided in this study wil l demonstrate, the 
sociall  imaginary around King Chulalongkorn is also influenced by 
ideass and practices of the lower and middle strata of society, and 
nott only by the elite. It wil l appear that the meaning of King Chu-
lalongkornn can contain even anti-establishment or anti-government 
elements.. The high literacy rate and the general access to modern 
masss media of large groups of modern consumers are important in 
thiss 'bottom-up' influence, as is the fact that the impact of these 
mediaa no longer can be controlled by selective groups. Moreover, 
whilee the earlier self-evident, monolithic control of governmental 
andd military authorities and other elite groups8 has declined, these 
groupss have become involved in the cult themselves, too. In other 
words,, the increasing accessibility of the modern media has liberal-
isedd public culture into an arena where the middle class contests po-
liticall  and religious authorities (cf. Eickelman and Anderson 1999). 

BuddhistBuddhist kingship 

Acknowledgingg both the importance of mass media in the dissemi-
nationn of ideas, and the dispersed and indefinite ways media mes-
sagess influence audiences, we are still left with the question after 
thee nature of the social process that shaped the King Chulalongkorn 
narratives,, and continues to do so. To get any grip on this process I 
wil ll  use - inspired by Connerton's elaboration of Halbwachs' con-
ceptt of 'collective memory' - the concepts 'social memory' and 
'sociall  imaginary.' With the latter I want to emphasise the creative 
dimensionn of producing 'social memory.' 

InIn particular the big banking groups that since long finance the two channels 
leasedd by private companies (Pasuk & Baker 1998:47). 
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Thee formation of social memory encompasses, according to 
Connerton,, repetitive processes of transfer  of knowledge of the past, 
inn textual forms (myth) and through non-textual practices (ritual ) 
(1989:36-40).. In these processes of transfer  the social imaginary, in 
ourr  case around King Chulalongkorn, is fostered. In Chapter  II I  I 
wil ll  deal with the non-textual practices in the King Chulalongkorn 
cult,, when discussing the national, annual rite of commemorating 
Kin gg Chulalongkorn on * Chulalongkorn Day'  (wan piya manorai). 
Thee present chapter  wil l mainly deal with textual forms of transfer: 
thee narratives. Because of their  repetitive character, the continuous 
recountingg of the same details, events and heroic moments, and be-
causee of their  constant mutual reference, the singular  King Chu-
lalongkornn narratives must also be understood as components of an 
indivisibl ee whole. Together  they constitute the myth and hagiogra-
phyy of one particular  Buddhist king. However, the biographical de-
tailss and deeds highlighted in the narratives recount not merely the 
personall  qualities of King Chulalongkorn, but those that are in gen-
erall  indicative for  a 'righteous ruler '  (thammarat). Such kings are 
saidd to be guided by the teachings (tham) of the Buddha and to rule 
inn accordance with the 'Ten Kingly Virtues,'  (thotsaphiratchat-
ham).ham). These virtues are charity, morality , self-sacrifice, rectitude, 
gentleness,, self-restriction, non-anger, non-violence, forbearance, 
andd non-obstruction.9 The Buddha provides the exemplary back-
groundd of the thammarat-conctpt. Before reaching enlightenment 
hee is believed to have been reborn as a king. Such beliefs are well 
withi nn the traditio n of Buddhist hagiography (Tambiah 1984:124-
128;;  1985:326-327). I wil l elaborate in more detail on the implica-
tionss of popular  Thai ideas on Buddhist kingship in Chapter  II . Here 
itt  is my intention to discuss the King Chulalongkorn narratives as a 
formm of transfer  of knowledge of the past and as social imaginary. 
Particularr  attention wil l be given to the process of transfer  and to 
howw in the course of this process the narratives even grow in mean-
ing.. The King Chulalongkorn narratives elaborate on ancient 
Theravadaa Buddhist conceptions of kingship, yet they are incorpo-
ratedd in a powerful modern nationalist ideology at the same time. 
Ass an ideology the King Chulalongkorn myth derives its potency, to 

99 See the Photchananukrom Phutthasat, chabap pramuanthamlDictionary of 
Buddhism,Buddhism, 1994:285-286. Prince Dhani's translation of the 'Ten Kingly Virtues' 
mistakenlyy mentions 'almsgiving' and 'liberty', which both refer to the same vir-
tuee (charity), omitting 'self-sacrifice' (see Dhani 1946:95). 
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followw Kapferer, from being based on vital elements of an 'ontol-
ogy'' shared by those in power and the general populace (1988:79-
84).. In Thai Buddhist ontology power relationships are ordered in a 
hierarchicall  system, with the king at the apex. As Kapferer argues 
forr Sri Lanka, another Theravada Buddhist nation, in the Sri 
Lankiann Buddhist nationalist ideology: 

[t]hee nation is encompassed by the state symbolised in the 
kingship.. These in turn are encompassed by the Buddhist re-
ligionn or the Triple Gem (Buddha, dharma [tham, the teach-
ings],, sangha [the clergy]). In this unity of the whole is the 
integrityy of the parts. The nation or the people who compose 
aa hierarchically interrelated social order discover their unity 
inn the power of the state (...) (ibid.: 12). 

Forr the Thai case a similar observation can be made. Thai national-
istt ideology is founded on the intrinsic linkages between nation, 
kingship,, and religion: the virtuous Buddhist king is the benevolent 
powerr that unites and sustains the nation, and therefore there is no 
principall  difference between king and state. In the final part of this 
chapter,, I wil l elaborate on the implications this ideology - as it is 
expressedd in the King Chulalongkorn myth - has for the way Thai 
peoplee relate to their state. 

AA cult of narratives 

Knowledgee about King Chulalongkorn circulates in the form of sto-
ries.. Thai people know these stories very well. These narratives are 
taughtt in school as part of the history curriculum, they appear time 
andd again in popular magazines and books, they are retold in radio 
andd television broadcasts. Of equal importance is their reconfirma-
tionn in the daily experiences of many of the more dedicated wor-
shippers.. With regard to the latter, I refer in particular to spiritual 
encounterss with the king, as these are rather common experiences 
amongg his worshippers. In the course of such encounters the king 
alwayss acts and speaks in accordance with the patterns established 
inn the narratives, as the cases presented in this study wil l demon-
strate. . 
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Thee body of King Chulalongkorn stories consists of several 
majorr narratives, each representing a different theme of the king's 
biographyy and addressing particular emotions. As will be discussed 
inn detail below, these narratives are endlessly reproduced in all sorts 
off  media. Since each of these narratives, so to speak, depicts the 
kingg in one of his particular capacities, they can be regarded as 'nar-
ratedd portraits.'10 The portraits reveal which aspects of the king's 
lif ee and personality are of such significance that King Chulalong-
kornn is generally addressed as phra piya maharat or the Great Be-
lovedd King.11 I have chosen to introduce the King Chulalongkorn 
mythh by presenting four narrated portraits: 

a)) King Chulalongkorn used to visit the countryside 
b)) King Chulalongkorn abolished slavery 
c)) King Chulalongkorn saved Thailand from becoming a colony 
d)) King Chulalongkorn modernised Thai society 

Thiss selection reflects my belief that each narrated portrait ex-
pressess what most Thai would consider the significance of King 
Chulalongkorn.. I realise that this selection is influenced by my own 
interpretationn of the King Chulalongkorn myth. For equally good 
reasonss the set of narratives might be presented from a different 
perspective,, such as the king's qualities instead of the king's deeds. 
Numerouss King Chulalongkorn stories, details and variations circu-
late.. My selection is not intended to be exhaustive, but I consider it 
consistentt with the principal answers people give when asked why 
theyy worship King Chulalongkorn. These answers follow more or 
lesss the issues taught in standard history books at school. Yet, in 
contrastt with the effect compulsory subject matter generally has, the 
subjectt of King Chulalongkorn and his achievements literally gives 
manyy people goose bumps. 

100 For the development of this line of thought I want to thank Raphael Sanchez 
forr sharing his ideas with me. 
111 The epithet was given to the king during his reign on the occasion of his forti-
ethh anniversary of his accession to the throne (see also Chapter II and V). 
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KingKing Chulalongkorn used to visit the countryside 
Thee narrated portrait 'King Chulalongkorn used to visit the country-
side'' addresses the universal topic of the fatherly King, the benevo-
lentt ruler, caring for each of his subjects. The portrait narrates how 
Kingg Chulalongkorn was the first Siamese King to go into the coun-
trysidee incognito to learn in person about his subjects' needs and 
problems.. Similar stories are told about historical figures like Char-
lemagnee and the illustrious caliph of the Arabian Nights. The re-
centlyy crowned kings of Morocco (Mohammed VI) and Jordan 
(Abdallahh II) acquired instantaneous popularity through a policy of 
widelyy published incognito inspections of their kingdoms. 

Too analyse this portrait I wil l present a story, which was told 
too me by different people several times in late October, early No-
vemberr 1998, and which turned out to be derived from a television 
broadcastt on Chulalongkorn Day of that year, which I had not seen 
myself. . 

Inn this television program a farmer from the province of 
Ayutthayaa told the story of the precious gun owned by his family. 
Somee hundred years ago, the grandfather of this farmer had re-
ceivedd a group of strangers visiting his village. The leader of the 
strangers,, somebody wealthy and powerful, had been very friendly. 
Hee had shown a great interest in the farmer's grandfather and in the 
villagee in general, and had a meal at the grandfather's house. At a 
certainn moment the grandfather expressed his admiration for the 
stranger'ss beautiful gun. The stranger said that, as he was so 
warmlyy welcomed, he would appreciate presenting him such a gun 
onn a next occasion. If the grandfather ever would have the opportu-
nityy to come to Bangkok he would be received warmly. Before he 
left,, the stranger wrote down his address and gave it to the farmer's 
grandfather. . 

Somee months later the grandfather had to go to Bangkok in-
deed,, and he took the address with him. He had no idea in which 
partt of the city the stranger lived, but upon asking everybody 
seemedd to know in which direction he had to walk. To his aston-
ishmentt he ended up at the royal palace. The guards, of course, had 
noo intention to let him enter the palace although he could show the 
paperr the stranger had given him. Then, just as he was about to give 
up,, the gate opened and amidst a large following the stranger came 
out.. He recognised the grandfather immediately and invited him to 
comee closer. Then, with a shock, the grandfather realised that his 
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kindd visitor  had been the king himself. But King Chulalongkorn did 
whatt  he had promised and gave the grandfather  a magnificent gun. 
Thee gun carried the initial s of the king: CH.P.R. [Chulalongkorn 
Paramaphithaii  Ratchathirat] . 

Whatt  does this story of the king's visit to Ayutthaya show? 
Whatt  kind of man do we see? What ideas and sentiments does the 
storyy appeal to? There are several important elements in the story. 
Firstly ,, the king went into the countryside incognito. He was recog-
nisedd as a person of importance, but his true identity was not re-
vealed.. Secondly, he was interested in the lif e and needs of the 
peoplee he met. He wanted to see how people lived and he shared 
theirr  meals. Thirdly , he treated his subjects with respect. He invited 
peoplee in return and kept his promises. These are the steady ingre-
dientss of stories about the king visiting the countryside (see for  in-
stancee also Chula 1960:229-230). 

Thee story of the precious gun is but one example of a story 
thatt  tells us that the king loved his subjects so much that he decided 
too go and see with his own eyes how his subjects lived, what their 
reall  needs were and how he could improve their  circumstances. The 
kingg interacted with his subjects in an intimate manner  (yang klai 
chit)}chit)}22 The king did so because he did not want to rely solely on the 
accountss of, possibly, selfish government officials. He wanted to 
findfind  out for  himself what was 'good (khwam di) and what was bad 
(mai(mai di) of provincial officials.'1 

Too be certain that the situation he would meet would cover 
reality,, it was necessary to travel unrecognised. The additions of the 
grandfather'ss astonishment and the extraordinary gift give the story 
ann extra entertaining dimension, but basically the story reconfirms 
thee image of King Chulalongkorn as a benevolent and concerned 
ruler . . 

Theree even is an expression that specifically refers to these 
incognitoo trip s into the countryside: sadetpraphat ton, what can be 
translatedd as 'a person of royal descent making an ordinary (leisure) 
tourr  or  visit.'14 Although the expression thus may be used for  an in-
formall  visit of any member of the royal family, it generally refers to 
Kin gg Chulalongkorn. Moreover, the popular  usage includes two 

122 Quoted from the series Thoronin Thin Thai (Soil of the Thai Land). 
133 Ibid. 
144 Meaning given in the Ratchasap lae Khruang Ratchamtsiyakronthai dictionary 
(Bangkok:: Di Act, 1994). 

45 5 



connotationss specifically connected with the king. First, the aspect 
off  informality has been altered into the incognito and surprise char-
acterr of the trip. Second, the intention of entertainment has become 
replacedd by the king's desire to learn about his country and subjects. 
Too demonstrate how the narrative 'King Chulalongkorn used to 
visitt the countryside' has come into being - similar processes gave 
shapee to the other narrated portraits - I wil l analyse the history of 
thee expression sadetpraphat ton in detail. 

Althoughh King Chulalongkorn used to make longer and 
shorterr tours from the early years of his reign on - even before the 
regencyy period had ended - the expression sadet praphat ton is re-
latedd to two excursions which were made as late as 1904 and 1906. 
Princee Damrong, who had accompanied the king on both occasions, 
publishedd a diary of the first trip in the form of seven letters written 
too 'fictional father' (pho pradii) in 1905.15 In these letters Prince 
Damrongg regularly emphasises the importance of nobody knowing 
whoo the visitors were, and how important it was for the king to have 
thee opportunity to see everything with his own eyes. In letter III 
(Julyy 20, 1904) Prince Damrong describes the discussion they had 
thatt day about the meaning of the name of a boat which they had 
boughtt on their way. The boat's name was rua (boat) ton. Some 
memberss of the company for instance believed the name was de-
rivedd from khruang ton, literally 'things a king eats,' while others 
hadd the association of son rua ton ngam chut chai, meaning 'mag-
nificentt tree.' Prince Damrong concludes the paragraph on this topic 
withh saying that he is still uncertain about the meaning, but that 
sincee that day the royal company used the expression sadet praphat 
tonton when referring to that particular trip (Damrong 1976 [1912]:8). 

Thankss to Prince Damrong's diary - the letters have been 
reprintedd many times since - sadet praphat ton became the popular 
expressionn to refer to the king's countryside tours in general. School 
historyy books and other more elaborate books on the reign of King 
Chulalongkornn always contain a chapter titled sadet praphat ton. 
Theree generally the connection is made between the expression and 
thee 1904 and 1906 journeys, although Prince Damrong's elabora-
tionn on its relation with the name of the boat is left out or follows 

155 The seven 1904 letters appeared in the two-monthly journal Thawi Panya in 
1905.. Prince Damrong wrote these letters as a fictional royal page, named Song 
Anuphapp (Damrong 1976 [1912]:4-5).The 1906 accounts were written as a regu-
larr diary under the Prince's own name. 
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anotherr elaboration of the Prince, which he wrote many years later 
(seee also below).16 However, the use as capturing chapter title for 
alll  the king's country trips, its inclusion in dictionaries on royal lan-
guagee and its use in colloquial language, demonstrates that sadet 
praphatpraphat ton has become the general expression to refer to the royal 
trips. . 

Beforee sadet praphat ton became common usage one spoke 
off  sadet praphat hua muang, 'touring up-country.' In the text of 
sadetsadet praphat ton chapters this expression still may be used to refer 
thee excursions made before 1904. As nineteenth century Siam had 
noo major roads, 'upcountry trips' as well as sadet praphat ton ex-
cursionss were made by boat. Numerous canals and small streams 
connectedd villages to larger waterways. According to Chula the 
kingg and his royal company also made use of small paddle boats 
(1960:229).. At least during the sadet praphat ton trips, however, the 
kingg himself went by steamer (and partly by train).17 During the 
nightt they stayed at temples. Prince Damrong regularly mentions 
thee pleasant (sanuk) character of these excursions. 

Forr his visits to the islands in the Gulf of Siam and the 
southernn coastal provinces the king used the royal yacht and gun-
boatt Maha Chakri, which he had ordered in England in 1892 (Chula 
1960:228-229).. Compared to the official public visits with pomp 
andd circumstance, sadet praphat hua muang excursions were low-
profile.. During these journeys the king and his royal company were 
casuallyy dressed, and picnics and stops were held at nice spots en 
route.route. From these occasions quite a few photographs exist - some 
takenn by the king himself - depicting the royal group on their way 
byy boat, or having a picnic (piknik). In particular the photographs of 

166 See for instance Samutphap ratchakan thi ha/A Pictorial Record of the Fifth 
Reign,Reign, Bangkok: River Books, 1992; Phrabat somdet phra chulachomklao phra 
chaochao krung sayam/H.M Chulalongkorn, King of Siam, Bangkok, 1991; Prawatsat 
thaithai mathayom suksa ton plai, km 1 [Thai History Book for Senior High School, 
Partt I] , Bangkok: Samnak Phim Akson Charoen, 1976. The school history book 
doess not give an explanation for the expression. The other books literally use 
phrasess from Prince Damrong's writings. Phrabat somdet phra chulachomklao 
phraphra chao krung sayam/H.M Chulalongkorn, King of Siam follows the prince's 
alteredd and later added (written after 1917) explanation on the origin of the ex-
pressionn sadet praphat ton (see Damrong 1976:110-111). See below on the sig-
nificancee of additions to the narrative. 
177 The first railway was opened in 1893 and connected Bangkok with Pak Nam (a 
villagee at the mouth of the Chao Phraya river). 
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thee king and his company bathing at Than Sadet Waterfall at Phan-
gann Island (1889),18 and those with the king and his following 
seatedd on large rock formations taken on his visit to the southern 
provincess in the same year, are widely known and can be found in 
manyy (photo) books on the life of King Chulalongkorn.19 On these 
andd other places, such as the kingdom's sacred rocks and caves (cf. 
Munierr 1998), the king had his initials - the royal monogram - in-
scribedd on the rocks.20 At present such places are famous sites regu-
larlyy visited by Thai tourists (see figure l).21 Next to the 
photographss these inscriptions are material evidence of the king's 
visitss to the countryside. 

StylingStyling history 
Thee narrative of sadet praphat ton is expressed in stories elaborat-
ing,, more or less freely, on the material mainly provided by Prince 
Damrongg and may be illustrated with contemporary pictures. That 
Princee Damrong's personal accounts have acquired the status of 
'history'' is not coincidental. Prince Damrong is generally known 
andd widely respected as the 'Father of Thai History.' Inspired by the 
Germann historian Leopold von Ranke (1795-1886) - 'the father of 
modernn historical scholarship' (Barmé 1993:59, note 40) - the 
princee rewrote the history of Siam. According to Von Ranke, uni-
versall  or modern and rational history could be written by linking 
togetherr 'historical units of time or epochs, which (..) possess a 
"uniquee essence." Such historical research "should above all benefit 
[one's]]  own nation'" (Barmé 1993:47). Thai history in Prince Dam-
rong'ss perspective is the linear development from King Ramkham-
haeng,, the founder of the thirteenth century Kingdom of Sukhothai, 
too contemporary Thailand. Although Prince Damrong's interpreta-
tionn of Thai history in the meantime has received much criticism 
fromm both Thai and foreign historians, for the general public the 

188 The waterfall is named after the king's visit: 'the visit {sadet) of his excellency 
{than): {than): 
199 Like the books Samutphap Ratchakan Thi Ha/A Pictorial Record of the Fifth 
ReignReign ... and Phrabat Somdet Phra Chulachomklao Phra Chao Krung 
Sayam/H.MSayam/H.M Chulalongkorn, King of Siam.... 

Kingg Chulalongkorn was the first Siamese king to use a cipher, the above men-
tionedd Thai abbreviation of Chulalongkorn Paramaphithai Ratchathirat, C.P.R. 
(andd not C.B.R., see Munier 1998), following the European (i.e. British) custom. 

Ass with any other tourist place road signs guide visitors to the king's mono-
graphss {lai  phrahat). 
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powerr of expression of his work has not weakened. In his focus on 
kingshipp the sadet praphat ton accounts may be seen as an early at-
tempttempt to depict King Chulalongkorn as an accessible king. Accessi-
bilit yy is one of the prerequisites of Buddhist kingship of which the 
benevolentt and fatherly King Ramkhamhaeng has become the ar-
chetypee in later works of Prince Damrong, King Vajiravudh (King 
Ramaa VI, r. 1910-1925), and the influential playwright Luang 
Wichitt Wathakan (1898-1962) (see Barmé 1993; Thongchai 1994; 
Vellaa 1976). 

Too understand the pervasive power of the narrated portrait 
'Kingg Chulalongkorn used to visit the countryside' we do not need 
too know the exact historical accuracy of Prince Damrong's sadet 
praphatpraphat ton accounts, nor his intentions in publishing. What counts 
heree is that they directly and indirectly are a main source for the 
portraitt as it is narrated today. Their appeal stems from both the 
prince'ss - deliberate - colloquial style,2 and the indubitable credi-
bilit yy of his writings, which is guaranteed by Prince Damrong's 
statuss as an intimate brother of King Chulalongkorn, as a prince, as 
thee 'Father of Thai History,' and, last but not least, as an eyewit-
ness.. Thanks to this aspect of 'indubitable credibility,' however, 
Princee Damrong's letters not only serve as a source of the contents 
butt also of the truth of the narrated portrait as it appears in recent 
stories.. In my view, a major key to understand the appeal of the nar-
rativee portraits of King Chulalongkorn lies in this aspect of 'ac-
quiredd truth.' For a better understanding of this process I now wil l 
makee a digression on the nature of the truth of narratives, based on 
Spence'ss ideas on the meaning of narratives in psychotherapy in his 
bookk 'Narrative Truth and Historical Truth' (1982). 

NarrativeNarrative truth 
Narrativee truth, says Spence, elaborating on Freud's ideas on the 
importancee of convincing narratives in psychoanalysis, is the com-
pellingg persuasive power of a good story. This truth is a truth in its 
ownn right: 

Inn the prince's own words: 'When I was preparing this book I thought that us-
ingg an official style and idiom would not make it as interesting to read then when 
usingg the style and idiom of a story '(Damrong 1976:4, translation IS). 
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Narrativee truth is what we have in mind when we say that 
sayy that such and such is a good story, that a given explana-
tionn carries conviction, that one solution to a mystery must 
bee true. Once a given construction has acquired narrative 
truth,, it becomes just as real as any other kind of truth 
(Spencee 1982:31, italics in original). 

Too obtain narrative truth, a narrative has to be consistent, coherent 
andd comprehensive, and - to a certain extent - historically accurate. 
Inn the case of the narrated portrait 'King Chulalongkorn used to 
visitt the countryside,' as demonstrated above, Prince Damrong's 
sadetsadet praphat ton accounts provide the required historical accuracy. 
Too this substratum new elements, specific details, elaborations, or 
neww interpretations may be added if they meet the criteria of consis-
tency,, coherence and comprehensiveness. When such criteria are 
met,, Spence speaks of 'narrative fit.' Spence's main concern is how 
thee narrative fit of the therapist's interpretation may render the pa-
tient'ss biography as a restored and understandable whole, and the 
problematicc character of the relationship between the narrative truth 
establishedd during the therapeutic process and the actual historical 
truthh of the reconstructed biography. In my argument, however, the 
conceptss of narrative fit  and narrative truth will serve to solve the 
puzzlingg dilemma arising when one attempts to explain the power 
off  persuasion of the narrated portraits of the king vis-a-vis the -
sometimess meagre - historical evidence. Here I am mainly inter-
estedd in the concept of narrative fit  to explain how the addition of 
extraa detail may enhance a story's persuasiveness, and how a whole 
bodyy of stories becomes more compelling when all stories become 
gearedd to each other. I will take the story of 'the king's visit to 
Ayutthaya,, the grandfather and the gun' as an example to demon-
stratee how narrative fit  produces narrative truth. 

Inn 1912, Prince Damrong's 1904 and 1906 diaries for the 
firstt time were published in one volume.23 For this publication 
Princee Damrong wrote an extra letter as an addition to the 1904 di-
ary.. In that letter - letter VIII , dated October 23 (Chulalongkorn 
Day)) 1912 - Prince Damrong introduces the expression of phuan 

Thee publication was distributed in the form of a so called 'cremation booklet' 
(nangsu(nangsu sop). These booklets were especially published on the occasion of the 
cremationn of a person of high rank. 
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to/i,to/i, short for phuan (friends) sadet praphat ton. The prince writes 
thatt phuan ton - 'men and women from almost all provinces the 
kingg had visited' (1976:33) - regularly came to Bangkok, and that 
thee king granted audiences to these people. Prince Damrong then 
continuess how the king on his 1907 voyage to Europe (see below) 
boughtt gifts, like walking-sticks, for the phuan ton. The walking-
stickss were insignia of rank (khruang yoi) for those among the 
groupp (phuak) of phuan ton who came to seek audience with the 
kingg upon his return from Europe. Upon King Chulalongkorn's 
death,, King Vajiravudh (Rama VI) commanded that those of the 
phuakphuak phuan ton attending the king's cremation would receive a 
walking-stick,, inscribed with King Chulalongkorn's initials as a 
mementoo (Damrong 1976:33). 

Needlesss to say, no elaborate present-day account on sadet 
praphatpraphat ton goes without mentioning that the king called people he 
befriendedd during these journeys phuan ton. This specification well 
fitsfits the narrative of sadet praphat ton, as it once more emphasises 
thee close relationship between king and subjects. Another example 
off  a better story by narrative fit  is the following quote from a recent 
accountt on the walking-sticks. On his 1907 journey to Europe 'the 
Kingg bought walking-sticks, engraved with his initials, to give to 
eacheach of his Phuan Ton friends upon his return' (emphasis mine).24 

Nott only is the content slightly altered (the addition of the engrav-
ing,, borrowed from the later funeral gifts), but there are also some 
subtlee changes in word use. Speaking about the intention to give 
walking-stickss to each individual friend (thuk khon) makes the pur-
chasee much more personal than Prince Damrong's use of the word 
groupp (phuak), when he speaks about the phuan ton. 

Wee now can clearly see how the story of 'King Chulalong-
korn'ss visit to Ayutthaya, the grandfather and the gun' is a detailed 
andd personal retelling and interpretation of Prince Damrong's ac-
countss of sadet praphat ton and phuan ton. The story improves on 
alll  the important elements in the original accounts. First, the un-
knownn and thus more impersonal, phuan ton now has a name, face 
andd place: the grandfather of an identified farmer in Ayutthaya. 
Second,, the truth, the importance and the consequences of the in-
cognitoo element have become reconfirmed and recognisable as 

Quotedd from Samutphap Ratchakan Thi Ha/A Pictorial Record of the Fifth 
Reign...Reign... p. 81. 
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(amusing)) details of the interactions between the king and the 
grandfatherr - both in the village and at the palace - are put in. 
Third,, the magnitude of the gift, superseding that of a walking-stick 
byy far, only strengthens the motive of the king's integrity and his 
interestt in his subjects, regardless their background. The addition of 
thee gun makes the story better because it fits so well within the 
wholee story, told with so many details by this real farmer. 

Inn its turn, the narrative truth of 'King Chulalongkorn's visit 
too Ayutthaya, the grandfather and the gun' adds to the narrative 
truthh of other sadet praphat ton and phuan ton accounts. At the 
samee time, we see how the gained strength of such stories contrib-
utess to an ongoing process of transfer of knowledge of the past, and 
highlightss essential elements of the social imaginary around King 
Chulalongkora.. In this sense it is crucial to realise that Prince Dam-
rong'ss 1912 letter was added many years later. Prince Damrong's 
detailss and additions on phuan ton are as well an example of narra-
tivee fit as are the recent modifications of the story. In the 1912 letter 
Princee Damrong elaborated in more detail on King Chulalongkorn's 
accessibilityy and interest in his subjects. In so doing Prince Dam-
rongg added to the narrative truth of the image of King Chulalong-
kornn as an accessible Buddhist king. 

KingKing Chulalongkorn abolished slavery 
Thee 'abolition of slavery' is celebrated as one of the major 
achievementss of King Chulalongkora. The corresponding narrated 
portrait,, however, differs from 'King Chulalongkorn used to visit 
thee countryside.' The topic of sadet praphat ton was either men-
tionedd to me as a mere fact proving the interest of the king in his 
subjectss or recounted in the form of 'old stories told, still good to 
hear.'' The narrated portrait of 'King Chulalongkorn abolished slav-
ery,'' however, was often related in a manner indicating the direct 
relevancee of this long-ago history to the daily life of the worship-
pers.. The following quotations illustrate this point very well: 

Arun,, a designer of jewellery living in Chiang Mai, told me: 
'Byy abolishing slavery the king actually gave the people of 
Thailandd a new lif e and that is the king's most important ac-
complishment.. That the king ever did this is the very reason 
II  now live in liberty (isara). King Chulalongkorn was the 

52 2 



firstt  king who did not give thought to his own interests, but 
insteadd thought of ordinary people. One can never  be sure 
whetherr  any king after  King Chulalongkorn would have 
donee the same thing.' 

Suphachai,, a former  student in sociology, now running a 
smalll  shop selling visiting or  business cards and stickers in 
Chiangg Mai, considers the abolition of slavery the ultimate 
achievementt  of the king: 'No other  king has done something 
lik ee that for  the people before, and it is not certain whether 
anyy other  (later) king would have done a similar  thing. This 
deedd of the king is particularl y relevant to my own life: born 
intoo an ordinary family, I probably would have been a slave 
noww if slavery would have not been abolished yet. Thanks to 
Kin gg Chulalongkorn I have the liberty (isara) to do the kind 
off  work I like to do.' 

Bun,, the owner  of a gold and jewellery shop at the Night 
Markett  in Chiang Mai: 'Probably the most significant deed 
off  the king has been the abolition of slavery. If the king 
wouldd not have done that, I would almost certainly have 
beenn a slave instead of being the owner  of this shop. But I 
amm no slave, I am free (pen thai). I had the opportunity to 
selectt  my own profession and I had the opportunity of edu-
cation.' ' 

Justt  like sadetpraphat ton, the topic kan loek that, or  'the abolition 
(kan(kan loek) of slavery - that, literall y slave(s) - is an important topic 
inn almost every book on the reign of King Chulalongkorn. Versions 
particularl yy differ  in discussing the (complex) situation of slavery in 
nineteenthh century Siam. Actually, apart from slavery King Chu-
lalongkornn abolished the coexisting corvee system (the sakdina sys-
tem)) as well. In order  to understand the narrative, it is necessary to 
presentt  both systems briefly . 

Fromm its early origins up to the previous turn of the century 
-- when slavery was abolished - the Siamese social constellation 
shouldd be perceived as a direct result of a very low population den-
sity,, a general characteristic for  mainland Southeast Asia. The main 
problemm for  all kingdoms in the area was a chronic lack of man-
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power.. Competition for control over people was a major reason of 
thee almost continuous warfare. The winners usually had no interest 
inn the conquered territories, but instead, forced the inhabitants to 
resettlee in the winner's kingdom (Akin 1969:15-19). 

Att least as early as in the fourteenth century the shortage of 
peoplee also led to the development of an extensive registration sys-
tem.. In the nineteenth century this system had developed as follows. 
Commonerss (phrai, of which there were three categories) were reg-
isteredd by officials and nobles (nai) to facilitate the recruitment of 
menn in times of war or for corvee labour. People who did not regis-
terr had to conceal themselves and could not count on any protec-
tion.. When arrested, they were punished. They were made phrai 
luangluang or 'the king's man.' Every year, each phrai luang was sent 
threee to six months - depending on the period in history - to work 
forr the king. Most often he also had to serve the nai he was regis-
teredd under. The position of the phrai som, an other category of 
commoners,, was better because they only had to work for their nai. 
Thee third category, the phrai suai, worked more or less independ-
ently,, producing vital products such as tin and gun powder, of 
whichh they had to hand over a fixed quantity annually. One could 
buyy off a corvee obligation at a fixed price. In case a phrai became 
unsatisfiedd with his nai it was not difficult to escape into the jungle. 
Mostt escaped phrai then registered somewhere else under another 
nai,nai, as it was very difficult to live without a nai. For phrai luang, 
thiss was a popular way to get phrai som status. To counter the drain 
off  phrai luang, from the late eighteen century more and more phrai 
weree tattooed on their wrist with the name of their nai and place of 
residence.255 When not engaged in labour service phrai lived as 
peasants,, growing rice. The land cultivated by phrai had to be regis-
teredd by a nai, another reason for the dependency of phrai on nai 
(ibid.:20-35;; 86-89). 

Nextt to this feudal nai-phrai system, a system of slavery 
basedd on property relationships existed. While the labour of phrai -
particularlyy that of phrai luang — was also applied for public con-
structionn works, slaves solely worked for the benefit of their own-
ers.. Slaves (that) existed in seven categories, six being various 

255 The Siamese kings of course were well aware of the potential threat from nai 
withh a large number of phrai som. They therefore continuously issued laws and 
decreess aiming at reducing the number of phrai som, while increasing the number 
off  phrai luang (Akin 1969:32). 
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formss of debt slavery, the seventh being war  captives. These catego-
riesries referred not to different kind of duties of the slaves, as in the 
casee of phrai, but to the different ways of becoming a slave. Male 
commonerss were entitled to sell themselves and their  wives and 
childrenn into slavery. It was not uncommon for  phrai, again in par-
ticularr  for  phrai luang, to sell themselves into slavery, in order  to 
escapee corvee. Another  advantage of being a slave above being a 
phraiphrai was that slaves were not recruited as soldiers in times of war. 
Furthermore,, Siamese slaves (ideally) were entitled to redeem 
themselves,, to own and inherit property, to enter  a contract and 
havee access to court. The master  was obliged to take good care of 
thee slave and his family (Akin 1969: 104-112; see also Feeny 
1989:289-294). . 

Wheree one book on King Chulalongkorn gives a detailed 
overvieww of the slavery system and completely leaves out the cor-
veee system,26 other  books may mention both systems without really 
elaboratingg on the difference between categories of slaves or  the 
actuall  difference between that and phrai. Similarly , descriptions of 
thee process of abolition vary in their  degree of detail. But, regard-
lesss the differences, all versions of the narrativ e of the abolition of 
slaveryy contribute to a consistent image of the king, his intentions 
andd purposes. I wil l start my investigation of this image and the nar-
rativee behind it with discussing one particular  pictorial elaboration: 
thee exhibition on the theme of the abolition of slavery in the Thai 
Humann Imagery Museum (phiphitthaphan hun khi phung thai) in 
Bangkok::  a Thai Madame Tussaud's. In the Thai Human Imagery 
Museumm mainly Thai scenes are at display: famous monks, the 
kingss of the Chakri dynasty, tableaux from the story 'Phra Aphai-
mani,''  one of the most famous works of Thai literature, old Siamese 
children'ss games and, last but not least:  lSomdet Phra Piya Ma-
haratharat Kab Kan Loek That1 or  'The Beloved Great King and the 
Abolitio nn of Slavery.' 

Thee exhibition on 'The Beloved Great King and the Aboli-
tionn of Slavery' was officiall y inaugurated on Chulalongkorn Day 
1990,, by no one less than the Supreme Patriarch. This confirms the 

cf.. Prawatsat Thai Mathayom Suksa ...; Somdet Phra Piya Maharat Kap Kan 
LoekLoek That (The Great Beloved King and the Abolition of Slavery, 1990 - the 
cataloguee of the wax exhibition discussed below). 
277 The images in the wax museum are actually made of fiberglass, a technique 
especiallyy developed to withstand the tropical climate. 
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importancee attributed to the exhibition in official circles, and also 
demonstratess the religious and moral dimension of the narrative. 
Onlyy after visiting the museum I realised how often its displays are 
usedd to illustrate books, articles and television broadcasts on Thai 
historicall  or religious subjects. Generally, neither the museum, nor 
evenn the fact that the illustrations depict wax images, are men-
tioned.288 The photographs of the 'true-to-life' scenes and persons of 
thee past exhibited in the museum, make up for the lack of authentic 
pictures,, or for the meagre quality of the few extant originals. 
Moreover,, the wax images are precisely executed after existing 
ideass on features, pose or expression, and hence always meet expec-
tations. . 

TheThe wax exhibition 
Thee exhibition on 'The Beloved Great King and the Abolition of 
Slavery'' is divided into three subjects: a) slavery throughout history 
alll  over the world, b) King Chulalongkorn abolishing slavery, and 
c)) the personal misery slavery used to cause in ancient Siam. Sev-
erall  elements within these subjects deserve closer examination. 

Thee exhibition on 'slavery throughout history all over the 
world'' makes clear that the evil of slavery was not limited to his-
toricall  Siam, but has been part of the history of all civilised coun-
tries.. The opening scene consists of a group of physically strong but 
mentallyy broken, chained black slaves. There is also a wax scene 
depictingg two fighting Roman gladiators, the agony on the face of 
thee gladiator about to die clearly expressed. On the wall, behind the 
headss of the black slaves, a world map in subtle grey tones depicts 
thee sailing routes of the European slave-trade, and the locations of 
importantt societies based on slavery, like ancient Greece or the 
Romann empire. Thailand's place on the map catches the eye: its sur-
facee is covered by a gold painted miniature of the wax scene - still 
aheadd - depicting King Chulalongkorn abolishing slavery. Texts, 
brieff  explanations about foreign and ancient slavery systems, cover 
thee walls. A time table on 'nations and the year slavery was abol-
ished'' ranks Thailand (abolition of slavery in 1905) between Brazil 
(abolitionn of slavery in 1888) and Afghanistan (abolition of slavery 

Seee for instance the Thai Cultural Newsletter, October 1997 or the Bangkok 
PostPost Outlook, October 9, 1996. The images also feature in television series like 
ThoroninThoronin Thin Thai (Soil of the Thai Land). 
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inn 1923). Having seen this exhibition one cannot conclude other-
wisee than that slavery is a phase in the universal development of 
humanityy towards civilisation. 

Alsoo the next subject of the exhibition, 'King Chulalongkorn 
abolishess slavery,' consists of two wax displays: a group of Siamese 
slavess engaged in their daily tasks such as cooking and making bas-
kets,, and - the climax of the exhibition - the actual scene 'King 
Chulalongkornn abolishing slavery.' The king is seated on his throne 
withh a group of grateful slaves just set free kneeling in front of his 
thronee (see figure 2). This depiction of 'the abolition of slavery' as 
aa single momentary act is not an idea that originated in the Human 
Imageryy Museum. The 'source' behind this visualisation, to my 
opinion,, is the fresco 'King Chulalongkorn Abolishing Slavery' in 
onee of the domes of the Anantha Samakhom Throne Hall (presently 
thee parliament building), painted by Galileo Chini, at the time a 
well-knownn Italian artist. The fresco is also illustrated in the mu-
seum'ss brochure on 'King Chulalongkorn abolishing slavery.' 

Onn his second visit to Europe in 1907 (see also below) King 
Chulalongkornn had seen murals of Chini, which he appreciated very 
much.. Later the king invited Chini to come to Siam to decorate the 
thronee hall. The throne hall's principal paintings are the frescoes in 
thee domes, depicting important achievements of kings of the Chakri 
dynasty.. In 1913 Chini finished the fresco 'King Chulalongkorn 
abolishingg slavery.' The background of the mural depicts a busy 
harbourr scene on the left and the throne hall under construction on 
thee right,29 symbolising free trade with other countries (Apinan 
1992bII:280)) as well as the transformation from the 'old economy' 
basedd on slavery, to a 'new economy' based on labour. The fore-
groundd depicts the king standing on marble stairs30 surrounded by 
'joy-fulll  liberated slaves' (ibid.:280-282). The painting received 
muchh criticism, particularly from Prince Naris, a half-brother of 
Kingg Chulalongkorn and a renowned artist himself. He found the 
frescoo inappropriate, and 'criticised the monarch's awkward posture 
andd the presence of half-naked men and women surrounding him on 
thee steps of the marble throne hall. To place the sovereign among 

Thee construction of the throne hall started in 1908 and was completed in 1915. 
300 The composition was inspired by the Vatican fresco 'School of Athens' (1510-
1511)) by Raphael Sanzio (Apinan 1992a:282). 
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thee plebeians was, in his view, indecorous and in bad taste' (Apinan 
1992a:22). . 

Princee Naris' critique opens the eyes for the present-day ap-
peall  of the scene: exactly this closeness between king and slaves is 
thee essence of the narrative of 'King Chulalongkorn abolished slav-
ery.'' In modern interpretations of the scene the slaves only have 
comee closer. The display of the Human Imaginary Museum depicts 
thee slaves kneeling for the king seated on his throne, as if they even 
weree in his palace. On another popular painting, reproduced for in-
stancee on a school poster on the achievements of King Chulalong-
korn,, the slaves are kneeling at the feet of the king. The artist of this 
composition,, however, has situated 'the abolition' in what is clearly 
aa rural setting. The king is standing in the middle of a humble vil-
lage,, his face expressing loving-kindness.31 For those who know the 
stories,, the painting combines both the narrated portrait 'King Chu-
lalongkornn used to visit the countryside' and 'King Chulalongkorn 
abolishedd slavery.' The ever-lasting protective powers of the king's 
spiritt in this full-colour composition are visualised with the addition 
off  a large, sepia hued, portrait of the king's face, as rising from the 
earthh (see figure 3). 

Thee final section of the exhibition in the Thai Human Im-
ageryy Museum, the 'misery slavery used to cause in ancient Siam,' 
displayss a scene of mean-faced gambling men, the loser being 
forcedd to pay his debt by selling his child. The desperate mother is 
nott in the position to stop her husband.32 The scene is inspired by a 
contemporaryy photograph of gambling people, included in the mu-
seum'ss brochure as well as in many other accounts on lean loek that 
(thee abolition of slavery). The next display shows a slave badly 
beatenn by his master, his family trying to cure and comfort him, 
whilee the final scene depicts a happy family of former slaves (man, 

Thee artist has chosen another original to portray the king in full person: the 
photographh of King Chulalongkorn and Queen Saovabha Phongsri taken during 
thee royal inauguration ceremony of the first part of the Bangkok- Nakhon Ratcha-
simaa railway (the Bangkok-Ayutthaya section) in 1896. On this photograph, the 
expressionn of the king's face is very friendly indeed. 
322 In 1868 King Mongkut (Rama IV) had issued the first royal edict to restrict the 
growthh of slavery due to gambling. The edict required the consent of the wife 
beforee the husband could sell her or her children into slavery (Feeny 1989:294). 
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woman,, boy, girl) , carrying the tools King Chulalongkorn distrib-
utedd to help former  slaves to start a new life.33 

Throughoutt  the exhibition runs an additional, well-known, 
theme::  Siamese/Thai superiority vis-a-vis the United States of 
America.. In this particular  exhibition the theme is more or  less hid-
denn in an historical overview of how King Chulalongkorn abolished 
slavery.. Other  accounts on kan loek that often start with the state-
mentt  that, contrary to what happened in the United States (Russia in 
thiss context is also often mentioned), slavery in Siam was abolished 
withoutwithout civil war.34 This, according to the narrative, was due to the 
king' ss ingenious policy not to abolish slavery immediately, but very 
gradually.. Both exhibition and catalogue give a detailed overview 
off  the king's policy. This convincing combination of historical facts 
andd details of the King' s personal considerations provides us with 
anotherr  good example of narrativ e fit.  First some important data are 
presented::  between 1874 and 1905 King Chulalongkorn issued five 
royall  edicts directed to bringing slavery to its end. The 1874 edict 
prescribedd that the prices for  children of slaves born after  October 
18688 (the month of the King' s first coronation) would gradually de-
crease.. Upon reaching the age of twenty-one these children would 
bee free. The final edict - a total prohibitio n of slavery - was issued 
inn 1905.35 By following this careful policy King Chulalongkorn was 
ablee to avoid a (violent) confrontation with the nobility , whose 
powerr  largely depended on the system. 

Off  course King Chulalongkorn's progressive ideas met 
strongg opposition. In particular  in the beginning of his reign, when 
thee king's position still very much depended on the consent of the 
conservativee elite, he had littl e opportunity to proceed with the abo-
lition .. Between 1874 and 1890 no edicts or  laws were issued. How-
ever,, also during this period the commitment of the king to do away 
withh this social injustice has always been clear. On the occasion of 

Thee implied message seems to be that together with the liberation of slaves the 
nuclearr family arose. 
344 Cf. Phrabat Somdet Phra Chulachomklao Phra Chao Krung Sayam/H.M Chu-
lalongkorn,lalongkorn, King of Siam, Bangkok, 1991:127. Thai Cultural Newsletter, October 
1997.. For the importance attributed to Thai kings in the prevention of 'civil wars' 
seee Chapter V. 
355 For a detailed overview on the royal edicts of the abolition of the slavery and 
corveee systems see Engel 1975: 97-98; Feeny 1989; 1993. 
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hiss twenty-fourth birthday in 1877, the king made a donation of 
onee bant for every day of his life, a total amount of 8.767 baht (the 
storyy emphasises the fact that it was all his own money, no govern-
mentt money) to improve the well-being of a number of slaves. He 
usedd part of the money to buy forty-five slaves into freedom.37 The 
remainderr was used to provide the freed slaves with houses, house-
holdd utensils (baskets, betel utensils) and tools (knives, axes) to en-
ablee them to make a living of their own. Furthermore, to oppose 
slaveryy resulting from people forced to sell themselves and their 
familyy due to gambling debts, King Chulalongkorn issued a proc-
lamationn in 1883 which led to the closure of hundreds of gambling 
denss in subsequent years. 

Howw to understand the discrepancy between the detailed 
narrativee of King Chulalongkorn gradually abolishing slavery 
throughoutt his reign and the pictorial rendering of the abolition as 
beingg one single act? Nithi, in his interpretation of the same scene, 
rightfullyy states that the image presented in the exhibition is meant 
too be a display of the ultimate act of compassion and loving-
kindnesss of the king for his subjects. But for Nithi this image of the 
abolitionn of slavery is the exact depiction of people's imagination 
concerningg the issue (1993:22). In my view, it is the other way 
round.. The image of the act of the abolition of slavery, the icon par 
excellencee of the king's ultimate love, can only be that icon because 
thee Thai beholders know the narratives in which it is embedded. 
Peoplee know that it took the king almost his entire reign to abolish 
slavery,, and that it was a difficult and risky endeavour. The king's 
perseverancee again demonstrates the greatness of his loving-
kindness. . 

Inn Thailand twelve is an auspicious number and so are its multiples. Becoming 
twenty-fourr years old is thus the auspicious occasion of the fulfilment of the sec-
ondd cycle. 
377 By freeing the slaves the king made merit (tham bun). In essence his deed is a 
particularr form of the still common custom of making merit (generally on one's 
birthdayy or on auspicious days) by the somewhat paradoxical habit to buy the 
freedomm of turtles or birds, which are offered for sale at temples for this specific 
purpose.. An example is the release of 999 turtles by sailors of Sattahip naval base 
onn the occasion of Queen Sirikit's 66th birthday in 1998 (see The Bangkok Post, 
Augustt 24,1998). 
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TheThe un-Thainess of slavery 
Apartt  from tapping into the narratives expressing the king's ulti -
matee love, 'the king abolishes slavery' equally draws on the narra-
tivess demonstrating the superiority of the Thai nation and the 
uniquee qualities of its monarchs. To demonstrate the significance 
andd interconnectedness of this body of narratives it is necessary to 
examinee the interpretation of slavery as - in the end - being one 
singlee phenomenon in more detail. 

Againn we have to return to Prince Damrong as basically his 
vieww on slavery still determines the present-day narrative. In his 
writing ss on slavery Prince Damrong combined three perspectives. 
First,, he rationalised the occurrence of slavery by placing Siamese 
slaveryy in a comparative context of global history. Second, he 
coinedd the word 'that'  as an equal for  the English 'slave' which he 
contrastedd with the notion of 'free'  (thai). Third , he argued that the 
slaveryy system had come to Siam through Khmer-influence in the 
earlyy Ayutthaya period (thirteenth century) and thus actually was 
alienn to traditional Siamese culture (Thanet 1996:36-38). With the 
latterr  addition Prince Damrong created a theodicy to solve the para-
doxx that slavery existed while essentially it was very un-Thai. Fun-
damentall  here is Prince Damrong's coinage of the word that, while 
Thaii  language already had a variety of words (kha, khd, khoi, see 
Thidaa 1997a:43) meaning 'slave.'  The prince uses the word that in 
threee different meanings. Its first meaning is 'slave,'  in the sense of 
aa person who is someone else's property. Its second meaning is 
'slavery''  as a general concept, like in kan hek that: 'the abolition of 
slavery.''  That as a social system that is, including both masters and 
slaves.. Finally, in the prince's progressionist perspective on social 
history,, that means the stage of cultural development in which slav-
eryy occurs, and hence 'barbaric '  (pa thuari) (for  the latter  meaning 
seee Thidaribid.) . 

Byy using the word that Prince Damrong could writ e about 
thee Siamese social constellation without having to discuss the com-
plexitiess of control of labour  and people of both the slavery system 
andd the corvee system.38 This simplification gives the narrativ e of 
'thee abolition of slavery' the comprehensiveness a convincing, 
powerfull  narrativ e needs: the evil, un-Thai system of slavery is 

Forr a thorough critique of the use of the word that, see also Akin (1969:104-
112). . 
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abolished;; the slaves were set free thanks to the strong determina-
tionn of a compassionate Buddhist king. But when it concerns the 
significancee of the moral conduct of King Chulalongkora - like in 
thee story on the slaves freed on the king's twenty-forth birthday - it 
iss the addition of detail that enhances the narrative's truth. 

Thee un-Thainess of that enabled Prince Damrong to place 
thee abolition in a context of progress and modernity. That, accord-
ingg to Prince Damrong a phenomenon of Khmer origin, was some-
thingg of the past and became a symbol for being uncivilised (Thanet 
1996:37).. By implication, its abolition made Siam a member of the 
leaguee of civilised nations (araya prathei). There is, however, an 
ambiguouss dimension in this narrative. On the one hand the aboli-
tionn of slavery is understood as one of the most important steps to-
wardss modernisation, with the West, particularly the United States, 
servingg as the calibration standard of civilisation. On the other hand, 
inn the end, Siam is superior as slavery was abolished without vio-
lence,, an indication of King Chulalongkorn being a thammarat (a 
righteouss ruler). As wil l be discussed later, the staging of the 'aboli-
tionn of slavery' as a token of civilisation and modernity is also part 
off  the context of the narrated portrait of King Chulalongkorn as 
greatt moderniser. 

Finallyy the usage of the word thai (free) needs closer exami-
nation.. Prince Damrong's development of the word parallels his dif-
ferentt usages of that. On the level of the individual it means 'free,' 
inn the sense of possessing the right of self-determination. As a gen-
erall  concept it means 'freedom' and 'independence.' Prince Dam-
rongg not only used thai to refer to freed that, but also to Siam as an 
independentt nation. Since Siam and his inhabitants were thai, that 
alsoo became associated with colonial subordination (Thanet 
1996:37).. On May 26, 1911, King Vajiravudh held a speech in 
whichh he explained that the word thai had a dual meaning. Next to 
thee general meaning of 'free' it meant ethnic Thai: 

(...)) the term was used to refer to longstanding, culturally 
similarr groupings of individuals, who through their military 
capabilityy and social cohesion, were able to maintain their 
independencee in the face of more powerful and expansive 
groups.. Eventually, these independent communities merged 
andd consolidated, becoming a single political unit, the Thai 
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nationn (Chat Thai) which had survived for  many centuries to 
thee present day (Barmé 1993:27). 

Inn another  lecture (June 27, 1911) King Vajiravud h argued that 
Thaiss who were rejecting Buddhism would bring 'disunity, which 
wouldd inevitably undermine the nation's independence. On the 
otherr  hand, a true Thai, or  one who loved freedom above all else, 
wouldd do nothing to cause the nation to lose its 'Thainess"  (that is, 
independence)''  (Barmé 1993:30). It was thus King Vajiravud h fur-
therr  elaborating on Prince Damrong's ideas on the meaning of thai 
whoo introduced the notion of Thainess as 'independence.'  It is this 
notionn of Thai identity that forms the core of the next narrated por-
trai tt  to be presented: 'Kin g Chulalongkorn saved Thailand from be-
comingg a colony.' 

TheThe ultimate patron 
Thee theme of liberation in the icon of the abolishment of slavery 
reflectss a need for  civic freedom and the certainty that goes with 
civicc society, as illustrated by the cases cited where they touch on 
individuall  freedom of choice in matters of work and education. The 
relativelyy well-to-do situation in which many people find them-
selvess at present is, of course, strongly related to the economic 
prosperityy Thailand experienced during the last two decades. People 
aree strongly aware that their  rural or  modest background lies not far 
behindd them ('I  might be a slave'). But, they connect their  social 
progresss not so much with processes of economic growth, or  with 
thee increasing opportunities for  education, but with the personal 
commitmentss of a historical king. In my view this demonstrates that 
althoughh there is a general awareness that civic rights and social 
certaintiess should be part and parcel of modern life, present-day 
Thaii  politics and government are too unreliable. People search for  a 
patronn whose protection can help them through. Because of his im-
agee of benevolence, compassion and closeness, King Chulalong-
kornn can fulfi l this role. How personal relations between 
worshipperss (clients) and king (patron) are created wil l be elabo-
ratedd in the following chapters. What remains to be said here is that 
thee depiction of the abolition of slavery as one single act highlights 
aa paradox: in his most emancipatory act King Chulalongkorn is de-
pictedd as the ultimate patron one has to depend on. 
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KingKing Chulalongkorn saved Thailand from becoming a colony 
II  wil l present and analyse the narrated portrait 'King Chulalongkorn 
savedd Thailand from becoming a colony' mainly by focussing on 
thee narrative covering the two voyages of King Chulalongkorn to 
Europe.. In 1997, the centenary of the first voyage was commemo-
ratedd by tremendous public interest in both voyages. This, as I wil l 
argue,, is not as obvious as it might seem to be at first sight. The at-
tentionn for the 1907 voyage was as least as extensive - if not more -
ass the attention for the 1897 tour. In the popular perspective the two 
voyagess have become fused into one major event, or more accu-
rately,, into a single epic, recounting the king's mission and genius. I 
wil ll  start this presentation with a short overview of the two journeys 
andd their background. 

Overr a hundred years ago King Chulalongkorn made the 
firstt of his two trips to Europe. The king left on April 7, 1897, to 
returnn on December 16 of the same year. Never before a Siamese 
monarchh had been to Europe. King Chulalongkorn, who had visited 
Java,, Singapore, and India on earlier journeys, was the first Siamese 
Kingg ever to travel abroad. Ten years after his first visit to Europe, 
thee king went again. Also this time he stayed away for approxi-
matelyy eight months, from March 27 to November 6, 1907. Since 
thee king arrived in Europe via the Suez-canal, both tours started in 
Italy.. King Chulalongkorn liked Italy (in particular because of his 
interestt in Italian and Roman art, see Apinan 1992a, 1992b), and in 
1897,, as well as in 1907, he extensively toured the country's most 
famouss cities. There were more overlaps between the two journeys: 
thee cities of Paris, London, Geneva, Copenhagen, Berlin, and 
Frankfurt,Frankfurt, to mention the most important ones, were visited by him 
onn both occasions. However, there were also some significant dif-
ferences.. The 1897 journey included a visit to Russia. King Chu-
lalongkornn stayed for about ten days with Tsar Nicolas II in St. 
Petersburgg and Moscow. In 1907 Russia was not on the program. 
Thee king's decision not to visit Russia during his second trip cer-
tainlyy was political. In that period the position of the Tsar had al-
readyy become compromised, and Russia's prestige had been 
seriouslyy damaged by its defeat in the Russo-Japanese war (1904-
1905).. Another difference with 1897 was that he visited Norway, 
andd made a tourist trip to the North Cape. He also spent much more 
timee in Germany, in particular in the health resort Baden-Baden, to 
experiencee the effect of its medicinal baths. This was motivated by 
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hiss health condition. Actually, the king's health condition had been 
aa main motivation for  the whole undertaking, which carried more 
thee nature of a private tri p (cf. Chula 1960:254) than his first  jour -
ney. . 

Fromm European newspapers of that time it is clear  that the 
Siamesee king made a positive impression on the European leaders 
andd public. The Dutch daily newspaper  Het Nieuws van den Dag of 
Septemberr  7,1897, for  instance, wrote:39 

Thee King of Siam, who honours our  country with a short 
visitt  ( . . . )- by many wrongfully considered a kind of Negro 
Kingg - is a highly civilised and enlightened Asian Monarch, 
whoo in development and statemanship should be of a higher 
standingg than the Mikado of Japan, and, like him, is deter-
minedd to ensure his country the benefactions of Western 
civilisationn (...). He is fluent in English and French, and so 
cann go everywhere without an interpreter. Furthermor e he 
managed,, wherever  he came, to make himself beloved by 
hiss friendliness and courtesy. 

Hiss fluency in English, his pleasant appearance, and his sophisti-
catedd manners were not expected in Europe. But irrespective of 
thesee positive responses, hardly any European today knows about a 
visitt  of King Chulalongkorn to Europe. In Thailand, on the con-
trary ,, the European journeys are remembered and celebrated as 
greatt  events of Thai history. What is significant here is the merging 
off  the narratives on the 1897 and the 1907 voyages into the narrated 
portrai tt  'Kin g Chulalongkorn saved Thailand from becoming a col-
ony.''  The following sections wil l illustrat e how the 1997 com-
memorationss elaborated on this compelling narrative. 

Dee Koning van Siam, die ons land met een kort bezoek vereert (...) door velen 
tenn onrechte voor eene soort van Negerkoning gehouden - is een zeer beschaafd 
enn verlicht Aziatisch Vorst, die in ontwikkeling en staatsmanswijsheid hooger 
moett staan dan de Mikado van Japan, en evenals deze, erop uit is, zijn land de 
weldadenn der Westersche beschaving te verzekeren. (...). Hij spreekt vloeiend 
Fransenn en Engelsen en kan dus overal zonder tolk terecht. Daarbij wist hij, waar 
hijj  kwam, zich bemind te maken door zijn vriendelijkheid en voorkomendheid. 
400 Although Kullada Ketboonchu, a political scientist from Chulalongkorn Uni-
versity,, has a different opinion. 'In fact, the royal trip made such a strong favor-
ablee impression that people there still remember and speak about it' (quotation 
takenn from The Bangkok Post, Outlook, November 22,1997). 
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OneOne single epic 
Duringg his lif e King Chulalongkorn kept a diary for ten years (be-
tweenn 1877 and 1887). He also wrote hundreds of letters to his 
wives,, children, and subordinates. After his death the diaries and a 
substantiall  part of his letters were published. Much of the material 
hass been reprinted many times since, and so history - to some ex-
tentt - has become determined by 'his story,' in a similar way as the 
writingss of Prince Damrong influence present-day perspectives on 
Kingg Chulalongkorn. During both voyages the king wrote letters 
home.. The 1897 letters were mainly directed to his first queen, 
Queenn Saovabha Phongsri (1864-1919) or 'Mae Lek' as the king 
usedd to call her, who was appointed as a regent during his absence. 
Thesee letters were published for the first time in the form of a cre-
mationn book (nangsu sop), on the occasion of Queen Saovabha's 
deathh on October 20, 1919. A special edition was published on the 
occasionn of the 60th birthday of the present Queen (Queen Sirikit) in 
1992.. But particularly the letters the king wrote during the second 
journeyy to his daughter Princess Nibha Nobhadol became very 
popularr and widely read. These letters were published for the first 
timee in 1923, in the form of a diary under the title Klai Ban (phra 
ratchaniphonratchaniphon ruang klai ban) or 'Far from Home (The royal writ-
ingss of the story Far from Home).' 

Nextt to publications of the letters as a book, numerous, 
mostlyy popular, publications on the lif e of the king appeared during 
thee last decades. The authors of these books draw heavily on 
(phrasess derived from) the published letters, with Klai Ban as a ma-
jorr source. This genre of popularised books on King Chulalongkorn 
generallyy addresses a wide variety of subjects: the king's favourite 
wives;; his favourite food; his sense of humour; his writings; his in-
terestt in, opinions on, and attitude towards Western innovations 
(likee cars or canned food); his way of ruling; his manners in dealing 
withh people; and his love and concern for his people and country. 
Altogether,, these books present the reader an image of the king as 
bothh a very compassionate and a very human person. Very often 
exactlyy the same letters are quoted time and again, and hence the 
storiess have the same essence in whatever media they appear. 

Inn my experience, Klai Ban is the ultimate example of the 
repetitiouss aspect of King Chulalongkorn stories. Much of the 1997 
centenniall  public culture leaned on Klai Ban: numerous columns, 
magazinee covers, broadcastings and books with titles such as 
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RatchakanRatchakan thi ha sadet praphat tang prathet (The Visits to Foreign 
Countriess of King Rama the Fifth) or  Tarn sadet klai ban (Follow 
Hiss Majesty Far  From Home) were published. The climax of the 
interestt  in 'Far  from Home' is a series of twelve (!) video tapes 
launchedd in 1997, also titled Klai Ban and elaborating on every sin-
glee detail of the king's second visit to Europe. The participation in 
thiss series of, for  instance, the respected historian Charnvit Kaset-
siri ,, illustrates how the academic world is involved in disseminating 
andd reaffirmin g the King Chulalongkorn narratives as well. 

Anotherr  example of academic involvement is offered by 
Professorr  Apinan Posayanon of Chulalongkorn University, the ex-
pertt  of Thai Art and History, who organised an exhibition in the 
Universityy Librar y 'to mark the epoch-making royal trip '  {Bangkok 
Post,Post, November  22, 1997). Furthermore, for  both the Siam Society 
andd the European Studies Programme of Chulalongkorn University, 
thee Centennial provided the impetus to organise a King Chulalong-
kornn conference. The European Studies Programme also published 
aa commemorative book - titled 'Far  from Home' - with the letters 
writtenn in 1907 from Germany in Thai and German, those from 
Englandd in Thai and English, and the letters from France in Thai 
andd French. As stated in the foreword by the director  of the pro-
gramme,, this selection of the letters was only determined by the 
availabilit yy of translators in these languages. No statement is made 
too clarify the programme's choice for  'Far  from Home,' instead of a 
selectionn of the letters written by the king in 1897. Apparently, the 
twoo voyages have become one single event to such extent that, even 
amongg academics, this choice is self-evident. The common accep-
tancee of this merging could not be illustrated better  than with the 
firstt  sentence of the Deputy Director  of the Fine Art s Department of 
thee Ministr y of Education's foreword to this book: 'The year  1997 
iss the centenary of His Majesty King Chulalongkorn's visit to 
Europee in 1907.'41 

Quotedd from Klai Ban - Fern von Zuhause, Far from Home, Loin des siens. 
Bangkok:: Chulalongkorn University, European Studies Programme, 1997. 
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TheThe 1893 crisis 
Too understand the background of the continuing and increasing in-
terestt in the king's voyages, it is necessary to look in some detail at 
thee circumstances that motivated the king to undertake the journeys. 

Inn spite of the enormous effort and internal impact of the 
Chakrii  Reformation, no end had come yet to the foreign threat to 
Siam'ss sovereignty. During the reign of King Chulalongkorn the 
Siamesee were forced several times to cede territory to either the 
Frenchh or the British (see the Introduction, note 9). Amidst these 
confrontations,, the low point was the so-called 'Pak Nam' incident 
off  1893. In a border skirmish with the French at the Mekhong 
River,, a French officer had been killed. Thereupon, in July of the 
samee year, the French sent their gunboats up the Chao Phraya River 
too Bangkok, holding the Grand Palace at gunpoint for days. The af-
termathh of this incident was very humiliating for the Siamese as 
theyy could not but agree with the French demands, which included 
cedingg of the left bank of the Mekhong to France, punishment of the 
Siamesee officers involved, and payment of the huge sum of three 
millionn francs (Battye 1974:365; Chula 1960:250). The Siamese not 
onlyy were shocked by their easy defeat, but also by finding out that 
countingg on British support was a terrible miscalculation. The Brit-
ishh did not want to become involved at all, and even 'urged Siam to 
meett the French demand for the left bank of the Mekhong' (Battye 
1974:: 364). The 1893 crisis was, as Thongchai (1994:141) says, a 
disrupture,, or to speak with Battye, a 'crisis of the morale' 
(1974:390).. Siam after 1893 was a different Siam. But why exactly? 

Thongchaii  analyses the 1893 crisis as the birth of Siam in its 
presentt geo-body. From there he proceeds to describe attempts to 
projectt the map of present-day Thailand over Siamese history as 
attemptss to heal the 1893 disrupture. My perspective on the inci-
dent,, however, is far more that of a crisis in identity. From this per-
spectivee the reverse can be said to be happening: meaning and 
continuityy are created by projecting the past over the present 
throughh stories. In my interpretation this need for continuity, dem-
onstratedd by in the present-day general interest in King Chulalong-
korn,, indicates a modern crisis in Thai identity. First I wil l analyse 
thee significance of the Pak Nam crisis in more detail. 

Indeed,, one cannot underestimate the tremendous effect of 
18933 on the self-perception of the Siamese elite. From an ancient 
centree of vast regional power, regularly receiving representatives of 
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itss many tributarie s to pay their  respect, Siam had turned into an in-
significantt  kingdom in the periphery of foreign power  play over-
night.. The self-esteem of the Siamese court was completely 
destroyed.. This makes us understand why King Chulalongkorn was 
deeplyy affected for  a long period: 

Thee king, who had been ill  throughout the crisis, suffered a 
physicall  and moral collapse. He lost some forty-tw o pounds 
inn weight between August and November  and openly de-
claredd his loss of interest in life: "Ashamed to look men in 
thee face. I wil l close my eyes and look upon the void"  (Bat-
tyee 1974: 369). 

Whyy so much attention for  the Pak Nam incident? Because I want 
too make a connection between this disruptive experience, the king's 
firstt  voyage to Europe in 1897, the present interest in the European 
voyages,, and ultimately, the King Chulalongkorn cult. I got the first 
thoughtss in this direction when I was visiting the headquarters of 
thee Samnak Pu Sawan (The House of the Divine Sages, see further 
Chapterr  IV) , a Bangkok based religious movement centred around a 
spiritt  medium. The daily leader  of the Samnak Pu Sawan, an Asso-
ciatee Professor  in Pharmaceutical Chemistry at Chulalongkorn Uni-
versityy (a different person from the spirit medium), spontaneously 
toldd me two stories about how the Siamese at the time dealt with the 
French: : 

StoryStory 1: The Magnum Guns 
Inn the time when King Chulalongkorn was still very young, 
Siamm was governed by a regent. Also in these days there 
weree already many problems with the French. The regent 
consultedd a famous monk, named Somdet To [of whom 
popularr  history has it that he was the spiritual teacher  of 
Kin gg Chulalongkorn, see also Chapter  IV] . Somdet To sug-
gestedd to make a large number  of exceptionally large fake 
guns,, and to make Siamese soldiers patrol along the river 
bankk with these guns. That would scare the French off. 

Thee hostile boats were on the river  at very short dis-
tancee already, but when the French noticed the huge guns 
theyy were scared indeed and did not dare to attack. Instead, 
theyy sent a delegation, which was received by the regent in 
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thee royal palace. At a certain moment one of the members of 
thee delegation asked the regent about the guns: what were 
theyy made of? The regent had no answer to that, of course, 
andd quickly consulted Somdet To. The monk instructed the 
regentt to tell the French that the guns were made of mag-
num. num. 

Here,, the Professor interrupted his story to explain to 
mee that magnum is a nonsense word, but sounds as if it 
couldd be a kind of metal.42 The French clearly did think so. 
Theyy left without any further signs of aggression, very im-
pressedd by the huge Siamese magnum guns. 

StoryStory 2: The Rocking Boat 
Whenn the French sent their boats up the Chao Phraya River, 
Kingg Chulalongkorn asked Somdet To which strategy to fol-
low.. Somdet To taught the king a magic formula (khatha) in 
Pali.. Then he told the king to honour the French with a visit, 
butt before going aboard the king should recite the khatha, and 
subsequentlyy not just step aboard but jump instead. King Chu-
lalongkornn did as he was told. To every Frenchman's surprise 
andd shock, the ship rocked heavily when the king jumped 
aboard.. The French were so impressed and frightened by the 
king'ss powerful appearance that they stopped their aggression 
andd withdrew their gunboats. 

Whatt do these stories tell us? Although the stories refer to different 
periodss of King Chulalongkorn's reign, both are clearly situated in 
Pakk Nam-like incidents: French aggression, threatening Siam by 
boatt on the Chao Phraya River. When I asked the Professor how he 
gott to know these stories, he told me that he had heard them from 
Somdett To himself, as the spirit of Somdet To regularly possesses 
thee spirit medium of the Samnak Pu Sawan. Apparently, the impact 
off  the Pak Nam incident has not remained limited to the sentiments 
andd politics of contemporary rulers. The crisis has become embed-
dedd in the Thai social memory. Something in it must be so mean-
ingfull  that it still pops up in present-day spirit medium sessions. 

422 Although he had been living in the United States for several years, the profes-
sorr seemed to have no association with the Magnum as a brand of guns. 
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TheThe European voyages and the king's image 
Whyy did the king visit Europe? Eventually, King Chulalongkom 
recoveredd from his 1893 depression and was able to take up his re-
sponsibilitiess again. In the king's opinion, the crisis had made clear 
thatt Siam could only deal with the colonial power play when Siam, 
orr better the court of Siam, established its own friendly relation-
shipss with the European powers. An era of entirely new diplomacy 
hadd begun, addressed by the king as 'the establishment of new royal 
friendships,, (kan charoen phra ratchamatri) (cf. Thida 1997b:94-
97).. In brief (both according to popular and more academic views) 
thee king had three major reasons go to Europe: 1) to make Siam 
knownn in Europe and to establish friendly relationships with influ-
entiall  European leaders of his time; 2) to build up insights into those 
aspectss of modernisation and development that could be of advan-
tagee for Siam, such as the modernisation of the administrative ser-
vice,, education, defence, and law; and 3) to solve the political 
problemss between Siam and France (ibid.). 

Inn the popular, present-day Thai interpretation of these voy-
agess the king fulfilled his mission. By showing the European lead-
erss both that the king of Siam was a civilised and enlightened 
monarchh and that the country was open to progress and civilisation, 
Kingg Chulalongkom was able to lessen the colonial threat. The 
king'ss newly established personal contacts counterbalanced the 
threatt that the British and the French presented to independent, but 
powerless,, Siam. 

II  now will present two stories recounting how King Chu-
lalongkomm did it. They show us the importance of the special per-
sonall  qualities of King Chulalongkom. 

StoryStory 1: The Picture that changed the course of Thai History 
Inn 1891 Tsar Nicolas II, at that time still the Crown Prince, 
visitedd Siam, at which occasion he was also received by the 
king.. This was the beginning of a cordial and lasting friend-
shipp between the two men. When the king went to Europe in 
1897,, one of the first countries to visit was Russia. In one of 
hiss many popular semi-historical books on King Chulalong-
kom,, Phaladisai Sitthithankit43 quotes some sentences from 

433 Between September 1996 and October 1997 three books from Phaladisai's 
handd on King Chulalongkom were published by Banthuk SayamlSiam Recorder 
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onee of the king's letters, demonstrating how warmly the 
kingg was received by the Romanovs: 

Thee mother of the Tsar even calls me 'my son' and I 
toldd her that she was like my mother. She gives me a 
kisss every day and today I really feel like being her 
son,, so I offered her my cheek to be kissed' (quoted 
inn Phaladisai 1994:46, original in Thai). 

Duringg that visit 'The Picture' was taken: a photograph of 
Kingg Chulalongkorn together with Tsar Nicolas II [see fig-
uree 4]. Phaladisai then quotes from another letter, which 
tellss us that the king considered 'The Picture' quite impor-
tantt himself. The king wil l have 'The Picture' printed (ibid). 
Phaladisaii  then continues his own text: 'The Picture' was 
printedd indeed all over the continent. Since then the Euro-
peann nations accepted Siam as a befriended nation, equal to 
themselves. . 

Phaladisai'ss story thus tells us that it was the king's intention to 
havee 'The Picture' published in all countries he was going to visit. 
'Thee Picture' would show 'the world,' particularly France, that 
Siamm was not just a littl e country somewhere in the Far East, but 
thatt it had its own bonds with Europe, and that its king maintained a 
closee friendship with one of the great European powers and could 
countt on the support of that friend. The story shows us how bright 
thee king was, and the greatness of his diplomatic insight and skills. 
Hee took the right action to prevent further aggression towards Siam. 

Thee story is supported by quite an amount of historical evi-
dence,, all meeting the criteria of 'narrative fit ' as formulated by 
Spence.. Tsar Nicolas had visited Siam in 1891; King Chulalong-

(seee also note 7). In the same period Banthuk Sayam/Siam Recorder published at 
leastt three other books on King Chulalongkorn, all composed by 'Kanyabodi,' a 
newspaperr journalist's pseudonym. According to Phaladisai, the initiator of this 
writerss collective, Banthuk Sayam's major objective is to 'preserve knowledge 
fromm the past.' Phaladisai: 'In the era of King Rama V and King Rama VI there 
weree still many wise and clever people. At present the number of such people is 
less,, much less. If we throw away (thing) the old stories (ruang kao) of these 
people,, we are actually throwing away wisdom. Banthuk Sayam attempts to pre-
servee this wisdom.' (Interview with Phaladisai, August 26,1997). 
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komm went to Europe to establish good relationships with European 
leaders;;  one of his major  purposes was to solve the problems with 
France;;  King Chulalongkorn went to Russia first and his letter  is 
evidencee for  the close relationship between the king and the Russian 
court;444 and even more importantly , 'The Picture' has certainly been 
taken,, and the king considered it to be an important picture himself. 
Butt  did the king indeed send 'The Picture' to all important Euro-
peann newsletters to have it published everywhere? And was it 
widelyy published? And if this all has been the case indeed, was it 
thankss to 'The Picture' indeed that Siam was not colonised? 

Again,, it is not my intention to find out the actual historical 
impactt  of 'The Picture.'  What is important here is to understand the 
story'ss compelling nature, and how it has acquired a truth of its 
own.. This wil l contribute to an understanding of the broader  mean-
ingg of the story of this picture. Although I have cited here only from 
onee particular , quite popular, book (reprinted four  times between 
19944 and 1996) as I encountered it in my research, the essence of 
thee story - thanks to this picture Thailand was saved from becoming 
aa colony - is widely known.45 

Thee 1997 centennial of the king's first visit to Europe was 
extensivelyy covered by all media. Apart from television broadcasts 
andd newspaper  articles, particularl y the more glossy magazines 
elaboratedd on the voyages. The cover  story of the Apri l issue of the 
Thaii  language magazine Sinlapa WatthanatharnlArt & Culture was 
devotedd to the 1897 visit. In six extensive sections many different 
aspectss of the voyages are covered: the king's daily schedule; the 
placess visited; the dignitaries met; the Pak Nam crisis; and the ins 
andd outs of the Maha Chakri, the royal yacht that carried the king to 

Thee king's choice for Russia shows his awareness of contemporary inter-
Europeann power relationships. In 1892 France, Great Britain and Russia had con-
cludedd a friendship treaty and formed the Triple Alliance. 
455 The significance of 'The Picture' was also reconfirmed by Prince Subhadradis 
Diskull  in the opening lecture of the conference organised by the European Stud-
iess Programme of Chulalongkorn University to commemorate the centennial of 
thee first voyage. Also the National Identity Office, in its publication Thailand in 
thethe 1990s, has given 'The Picture' a prominent place in the chapter on the reign 
off  King Chulalongkorn, along with the caption: This picture (...) was widely pub-
licisedd to enhance Siam's international position at the height of the colonial threat 
(1991:23).. Furthermore, 'The Picture' is popular among Thai diplomats and mili-
tary,, as a symbol for and proof of Thailand's good diplomatic relationships (from 
notess taken during the lecture of Charnvit Kasetsiri at the same conference). 
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Europe.. The whole article contains many pictures, like photographs 
off  Paris ca. 1900 next to recent pictures of the city, portraits of the 
kingg painted by European artists, and many reproductions of illus-
trationss from contemporary European newspapers and magazines 
depictingg scenes from the king's tour. Among the latter reproduc-
tions,, the famous picture with Tsar Nicolas II is absent. Apparently, 
thee photograph was not that widely distributed.46 

Thee expensive, glossy style of Sinlapa Watthanatham caters 
too the taste, life-style and interests of urban middle-class consumers 
(cf.. Hong 1996:137). The same counts for the travellers magazine 
SiamSiam Horizon/Khop Fa Sayam, that is published both in Thai and 
(veryy simple) English. The first issue appeared in 1997, and one of 
itss articles is titled: 'King Chulalongkorn's Memorable Voyage to 
Europe.'' In this case, there is hardly any text. Two-thirds of the 
spacee are occupied by widely known pictures, one being the Tsar 
Nicolass II - King Chulalongkorn picture. The accompanying text is 
veryy meagre. The only thing said is that the two became close 
friendss during the Tsar's visit to Bangkok, adding that Russia's 
powerr and influence in Europe at the time was omnipotent. Appar-
ently,, for the Thai audience the message is clear or already known. 
Thee text then switches to the king's arrival at the Gare du Nord in 
Paris,, where he was received by a crowd of people shouting: 'Vive 
lee Roi du Siam.' The article then ends with the addition that thanks 
too this personal visit of King Chulalongkorn, who was given the 
namee 'The Great Beloved King' (phra piya maharat) by the Thai 
populace,, Siam was able to establish firm relationships with the 
civilisedd countries of Europe. The emphasis is again on the king's 
diplomaticc qualities, but equally important is that also in France he 
wass warmly welcomed as a king. 

Anotherr example of a glossy magazine covering the voyages 
iss the monthly magazine Hi-class. Hi-class, despite its English 
namee and English slogan 'The Magazine for People with Taste for 
Goodd Life', is entirely in Thai. The October issue of 1997 com-
memoratess the king's first visit with an article, titled: 'A Relation-

Thee Picture has been printed in the L 'Illustration, September 12, 1897. To my 
findingss 'The Picture' is much more popular as a copy of the photograph then as 
aa reproduction of the newspaper wood engraving. I actually even never saw a 
copyy of it displayed or depicted. This in contrast to, for instance, the Le Petit 
JournalJournal portrait (see Chapter II) , where the newspaper context substantially con-
tributess to the portrait's appeal. 
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shipp of Hundred Years between Thailand and Russia.'  The article 
beginss with a small reproduction of 'The Picture' and another  pic-
turee of the king, his entourage and the Tsar  family, to be immedi-
atelyy followed by many pictures of significant places in present-day 
Moscoww and St. Petersburg, of which some are explicitly related to 
thee king's visit. Until so far  the article is more or  less a form of pic-
toriall  sight-seeing. In the second part of the article the reporter  fol-
lowss the king's tour  in Russia, citing from the king's letters and 
givess bits and pieces on what has changed in Russia in the course of 
time.. Significantly, different from the only other  contemporary pic-
turee of the king with the Tsar  family, 'The Picture' goes with the 
captionn 'the historical picture.' 

StoryStory 2. How King Chulalongkorn tamed the Wild Horse. 
Beforee the king left for  Europe, he first went to the Supreme 
Patriarchh of the Sangha. The patriarch asked a very famous 
monkk of that time (Phra Athikan lam) to be present as well. 
Hiss magical powers made this monk the best adviser  the 
kingg could have, and enabled him to bless the king's travel 
andd predict its outcome. On that occasion Phra Athikan lam 
spokee the following words: 

Thee voyage abroad wil l be long this time 
itt  wil l be successful in every aspect 
butt  at one occasion, in one of these countries, 
thee leader  [of that country] wil l bring a four  legged 
animal l 
itt  has bad habits and looks dangerous 
itt  wil l be brought to be mounted 
andd the king wil l ride this recalcitrant animal 
safely.'47 7 

Thenn the monk taught the king a magic formula (khatha) to 
protectt  himself. When the king was in France, there was a 

Quotedd from Phra borommarup song ma [The Great Venerable Equestrian 
Statue],, 1994:36-37, original in Thai, compiled by Phaladisai Sitthithankit, Bang-
kok:: Amarin. Although the author renders the story in all its details - including 
thee Pali words of the magic formula - he ends with the remark that he could not 
findd any historical evidence. 
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Frenchh nobleman (chao chai) who invited the king to join 
himm to a polo match. The match was followed by a rodeo. 
Theree were two or three cowboys who regularly fell off the 
horses.. It was all very exciting. But there was one big horse, 
whichh was extremely wild and ferocious. None of the cow-
boyss was able to ride it. The French nobleman asked King 
Chulalongkoraa whether there were any horses in Siam and if 
thee king could ride a horse, suggesting that the king should 
tryy to ride that particular dangerous horse. King Chulalong-
kornn hesitated, but suddenly he remembered the khatha of 
Phraa Athikan lam. The king rose from his chair and went 
downn to the arena very calmly. Arriving at the arena he 
pickedd a bundle of grass, held it before his mouth, and whis-
peredd the khatha. Then he approached the horse, which 
awaitedd him without showing any sign of aggression. The 
kingg fed the grass to the horse, jumped on its back, and, to 
thee great surprise of the audience, rode away. He could 
makee the horse do whatever he wanted, leaving the people 
off  Paris deeply impressed. 

Thiss story demonstrates how King Chulalongkorn - as a king and as 
aa Buddhist - was more powerful then any Frenchman. The taming 
off  the wild horse shows the moral superiority of Siam above France. 
Itss religion has proven powerful and its king brave. King Chu-
lalongkornn succeeded where the French nobleman even did not dare 
too try: taming the wild horse. Also in this story we see how narra-
tivee truth is created through the availability of historical facts that fit 
thee narrative. The king has visited Paris indeed, but there is no indi-
cationn at all that he ever attended a polo match there or anything 
likee that. 

Tom,, a former jazz musician from Bangkok, now selling 
cookiess and sweets on a Chiang Mai market, told me the story 
(whichh was told to him by his father, 'He was a teacher, so he knew 
aa lot about history.') with an addition: 

Whenn the king left France, the French presented the wild 
horsee to the king to express their admiration. And that is 
whyy the monument at the Royal Plaza depicts the king on 
horseback:: it is his French horse! 
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Thiss addition well 'fits '  the story. Introducin g the equestrian statue 
nott  only adds 'substantial evidence,'  but also gives the story a 
strongerr  point as it becomes an explanation for  its design (which is 
nott  at all obvious in the Thai context as Siamese kings are supposed 
too ride elephants). We see how the story becomes more compelling 
byy a successful rearrangement of elements known from history with 
newlyy added details and interpretations. The story also helps to ex-
plainn why some people offer  bundles of grass to the horse of the 
equestriann statue and why the vendor  started to sell grass bundles 
(seee the Introduction) . Although for  many people I met the grass 
wass just another  offering, some explicitly related the offering to the 
bundlee of grass in the story. 

KingKing Chulalongkorn modernised Thai society. 
Thee narrated portrai t 'Kin g Chulalongkorn modernised Thai soci-
ety''  is different from the other  narrated portraits. As I wil l demon-
stratee in detail below, this portrai t actually has to be considered a 
masterr  narrative, which permeates all other  narratives about the 
king' ss achievements and his personal qualities, and gears every 
themee which is part of these narratives into the image of the king as 
aa great modernises thus enhancing the narrativ e fit of the whole 
bodyy of stories. However, it should be noted that the designation 
'Greatt  Moderniser'  is based on my own interpretation of the narra-
tives.. As already said, the Thai speak about King Chulalongkorn as 
thee 'Great Beloved King'  (phra piya maharat). This chapter  seeks 
too disclose the myth behind this epithet. Actually, Thai accounts on 
Kin gg Chulalongkorn and his achievements seldom use the Thai 
wordss for  'modern'  {than samai, samai mai) and modernity (khwam 
samaisamai mai). Nevertheless, the narrated portrai t 'Kin g Chulalong-
kornn modernised Thai society' inevitably unfolds itself in the table 
off  contents of any book on King Chulalongkorn. In these books the 
historyy of the Fifth Reign breaks down into a long list of topics on 
thee introduction of subsequent technological innovations and the 
reorganisationss of the administrative, educational, monetary, mili -
tary,, and judicial institutions. When people speak about the impor-
tancee of King Chulalongkorn, their  accounts often boil down to an 
enumerationn of his various concrete achievements which strongly 
remindss of the tables of contents of such books. 
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Ass the achievements recounted virtually encompass every-
thingg associated with modernisation, it is difficult to avoid render-
ingg the narrated portrait 'King Chulalongkorn modernised Thai 
society'' as a mere compilation of concrete achievements. Therefore, 
II  have chosen to approach this narrative by outlining modernity as it 
appearss in the narratives about the king. Two central concepts de-
terminee both the Thai concept of modernity and the king's contribu-
tionn in the achievement of this state: 'progress/prosperity' (khwam 
charoen)charoen) and 'civilisation' (siwilai). As wil l be illustrated in detail 
below,, progress and civilisation are intrinsically connected with the 
imagee of King Chulalongkorn and everything the king has done. 
Sincee some of the major achievements and deeds of the king have 
beenn presented already in the three narrated portraits above, I wil l 
discusss progress and civilisation by reconsidering the three earlier 
portraitss in the light of these concepts. 

AA Buddhist king 
Thee importance of the notion khwam charoen in the narratives 
aboutt King Chulalongkorn should be understood in the light of Thai 
(Theravada)) Buddhist ideas about the salutary effects meritorious 
kingss have on their subjects and kingdom. Kings who live and rule 
accordingg to the Ten Kingly Virtues' (see the beginning of this 
chapter)) bring prosperity (khwam charoen) to their subjects and 
protectt their kingdom against dangers. Tambiah has already exam-
inedd the importance of personal charisma for Buddhist kings in le-
gitimatingg their claims of power. Buddhist beliefs in individual 
karmaa and meritorious conduct imply that personal achievement is 
moree fundamental than inheritance (1985:326). Some men have ac-
cumulatedd such an enormous reservoir of merit (bun or bun barami) 
inn their sequence of lives, that they are reborn to become a king (see 
furtherr Chapter II) . Throughout Thai history (and that of other 
Theravadaa Buddhist countries), also individuals of ordinary lineage 
havee seized power - or attempted to do so - contesting the position 
off  the ruling king by claiming to be a 'person with merit' (phu mi 
bun)bun) (Keyes 1977:288; Chatthip 1984; 112, 123-127). The truth of 
suchh claims has to be proven continuously as has the properness of 
holdingg the position of king. Also the amount of merit and the vir-
tuee of kings is judged by their virtuous acts. Traditionally, these acts 
includee the building and embellishment of temples (wat) and stupas 
(chedi),(chedi), and donations to the Sangha and public welfare (Tambiah 
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1985:326).. King Chulalongkorn's meritorious conduct even went 
beyondd these traditional deeds by modernising his kingdom and 
savingg its independence for  the benefit of all Thai, in each of whom 
hee had a personal interest. 

Kingg Chulalongkorn thus was a meritorious Buddhist king, 
bringingg khwam charoen. But there is one more aspect to khwam 
charoencharoen that associates the notion with King Chulalongkorn in a 
particularr  way. Under  the increasing threat of Western colonialism, 
thee Siamese elite gradually had to acknowledge the importance of 
familiarisin gg with Western concepts and thoughts. Western views 
onn social and historical relations with other  countries and peoples 
weree determined by the superiority of Western science and technol-
ogy.. In this perspective Western societies were opposed as 'civi -
lised''  and 'developed' to 'uncivilised' and 'primitive ' societies 
(Barméé 1993:18). For  the key notions in this Western perspective, 
progresss and civilisation, Thai language had no proper  equivalent 
words. . 

Kin gg Mongkut' s (Rama IV) use of the expression siwilai in 
aa speech following his coronation in 1851 is a good example of the 
influencee of Western political and historical thinking. In this speech 
thee king urged his officials to wear  upper  garments when attending 
aa royal audience, as all civilised peoples do so. He distinguished be-
tweenn 'civilised peoples' (like the Siamese, who thus ought to wear 
upperr  garments) and 'uncivilised peoples' (like the forest dwellers 
fromm Laos, 'who do not use clothing'). 'But since Siam is a civilised 
countryy and understands civilised ways, we should not cling to the 
ancientt  ways of our  forefathers who were forest people' (Speech of 
Kin gg Mongkut, quoted in Barmé 1993:19). 

Siwilai,Siwilai, as used by King Mongkut, thus has the connotations 
off  both 'an achieved state versus barbarism, and a continuing proc-
esss of development' (ibid.). It was during the reign of King Chu-
lalongkornn that the expression khwam charoen came into use, to 
referr  to the latter  meaning of civilisation - continuing development 
andd advancement. Also after  the end of the absolute monarchy 
(1932),, especially in the writin g and thought of Luang Wichit 
Withakan,, khwam charoen and siwilai remained important ideo-
logicall  concepts (ibid:51-53). 

Throughoutt  the narrated portrait s of King Chulalongkorn 
khwamkhwam charoen refers both to 'progress', a rational, originall y 
Western,, concept indicating a qualitative improvement of general 
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conditions,, and to * prosperity', a concept imbued with religious 
connotationss about Buddhist kingship. To give an example of this 
duall  meaning, in the serial Thoronin Thin Thai (Soil of the Thai 
Land),, in one of the instalments on the achievements of King Chu-
lalongkorn,, the king is quoted as follows: 'The existence of slavery 
(that)(that) is an obstacle for the country's khwam charoen.' Siwilai is the 
wordd often used to indicate Siam's position vis-a-vis the West or 
neighbouringg countries. In the epic of the European tours the king's 
presentationn of Siam as 'civilised' is a leading topic. The king, 
throughh his own personality, could show the West that Siam was 
nott just an exotic, archaic or even 'barbarian' kingdom, but a coun-
tryy governed by an 'enlightened,' 'civilised' monarch open to pro-
gress.. There are a few telling examples that recount the king's 
sacrificess to meet the Western standards of a civilised appearance. 

Onee such a sacrifice was that King Chulalongkorn had to 
givee up the habit of betel chewing, as the sight of chewing and spit-
tingg the red-black betel quid was known to upset Western observers. 
Inn Thai Kitchen, a recent book on traditional Thai cuisine (see also 
Chapterr II) the king is quoted from one of his letters in Klai Ban: 

Todayy I have to endure two sufferings. The first, after dinner 
myy longing for betel will not just go away. Second, I keep 
takingg tea, cigarette, milk, fruits, and candy, yet I still yearn 
forr betel.48 

Butt even worse, as years of betel chewing had left black stains on 
thee king's teeth, these stains had 'to be removed by digging it away 
withh a knife,'49 before he even could depart to Europe.50 Another 

488 Quoted from Thai Kitchen (2000:122) written by Sombat Plainoi, Bangkok: 
Officee of the National Culture Commission. The Office of the National Culture 
Commissionn falls under the responsibility of the Ministry of Education. The task 
off  the ONCC is to promote and disseminate 'the national cultural development ' 
(quotedd from the Thai Cultural Newsletter, Vol.12(2), March 1997, a monthly of 
thee Office of the National Culture Commission). 
499 Quoted from Bangkok Post, Outlook (The trip that changed the Nation), No-
vemberr 22, 1997. 
500 The gap between the European and Siamese in the appreciation of betel chew-
ingg and its effects could not have been wider. Women took care to make their 
blackk teeth 'shining black' and to touch up the light spots with black pigment 
(Smithh 1982:80). King Mongkut, who had lost all his teeth at the age of 46, had in 
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sacrificee was the daily confrontation with Western food, which in 
accordancee with the habits of those days was rather opulent. During 
thee first visit 'he often complained that it made him sick.'51 There 
weree days that King Chulalongkora had to join three lavish meals 
servedd in his honour, and every time had to display the appropriate 
appreciation.. Irrespective of the fact that the king learned to appre-
ciatee European food indeed,52 he also severely missed the much eas-
ierr to digest fresh and spicy Siamese dishes. The owner of a large 
collectionn of menus preserved from the European tours recalls in a 
BangkokBangkok Post feature the king's letters in Klai Ban: 'He wrote to his 
childrenn that, while he was eating all the truffled fowl and sauce 
Bearnaise,Bearnaise, visions of nam phrik (chili dip sauce) were floating be-
foree his eyes.'53 

Thee crux of the narrative is of course that King Chulalong-
kornn succeeded in making a civilised impression on his Western 
hosts.. The king spoke English, knew Western manners, appreciated 
Westernn art and craftsmanship, and had a keen interest in techno-
logicall  innovations. He was so well prepared for this visit due to his 
earlyy realisation of the importance of the West and Western knowl-
edge.. His first visits abroad, to British Singapore and Dutch Java in 
1871,, where he visited many modern institutions, like schools, post-

hiss lower jaw a set of teeth made from Sappan wood, which is deep red in colour 
(ibid.:43). . 

11 Quoted from The Nation Sunday Review (An Oriental King in Europe), No-
vemberr 23,1997. 
522 See also Chapter II on this topic. 
533 Quoted from Bangkok Post, Outlook (A meal fit for a King), December 21, 
1997.. In relation to this it should be added that there is an emphasis in the narra-
tivee on the fact that the king's visits to Europe are not treated as leisure trips, but 
ratherr as strenuous, worrisome expeditions. There was much at stake and it was 
hardd for the king to leave his kingdom behind for such extended periods of time. 
Hee made sacrifices, giving up personal comfort and pleasures for the well-being 
off  his subjects. He in particular missed his family, Thai food, and the daily mas-
sagee given by one of his favourite royal consorts. The source of much of this is to 
aa large extent the king's letter to Mae Lek (dated May 6,1897) about his discom-
fortt while being in a storm at sea. Everybody, including the king, gets seasick. 
Thee king describes his difficulties with sleeping (because of the noise of the 
stormm and of objects falling and moving back and forth). He is unable to reach the 
guardd to bring him food and water. It takes hours before the king is being served. 
Hee longs for rice, chili dip sauce and lemon, but there is only French food, which 
hee does not want. The letter is (almost?) integrally printed in Phaladisai's phra 
borommarupborommarup song ma [The Great Venerable Equestrian Statue] 1994:38-39. 
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andd telegraph offices, hospitals and railway stations, determined his 
perseverancee to modernise the nation. Upon his return he was more 
thann convinced of the importance of English language skills as a 
keyy to the road of progress. Education would therefore be a prereq-
uisite.. He established a school within the Grand Palace for the sons 
off  princes and noblemen, and appointed private English teachers for 
hiss (half)-brothers and sons (Chula 1960:224). In the 1880s also 
schoolss were established for children of officials. Moreover, in the 
coursee of time, many of his younger brothers and sons, in particular 
thee princes of the highest rank (the chao fa or celestial princes), 
weree sent to Europe for their education. This was the first impetus 
off  a policy to make education available to everybody.54 He also 
hiredd Western advisers and engineers for the implementation of the 
manyy projects he initiated. Here the narrative of 'King Chulalong-
kornn visited the countryside' fits the image of the king modernising 
hiss country. For he only could develop his vision on how to mod-
ernisee the kingdom after learning about the needs of his subjects by 
visitingg them in person, and the knowing of these needs motivated 
thee king to modernise his kingdom. 

But,, the narrative emphasises, the king did not unthinkingly 
followw Western paths towards progress, but developed a selective, 
adaptivee policy, fully aware of the importance of the preservation of 
thee Thai singularity.55 In the words of political scientist Kullada 
Ketboonchuu in a Bangkok Post feature: 'After he had observed what 
wass happening there he brought the concepts back and applied them 
inn Thailand. These imported and adapted ideas extended into the 
realmm of economics. It was after that, that we began to export agri-
culturall  commodities like rice and timber.'56 The National Identity 

544 Girls education, mainly in the field of nursery and midwifery, started some ten 
yearss later. In 1897 Queen Saovabha opened a school for midwives (cf. Smith 
1982:60). . 
555 For instance, upon his return from Singapore and Java he introduced a new 
stylee of court dress-code for men, which was a mixture of European-style uni-
formss and traditional Thai clothing. The phanung, a sarong folded like a kind of 
plus-fours,, was maintained. 'They were made of silk and of different colours, 
withh royal blue for official wear, with which they wore European silk stockings 
andd shoes' (Chula 1960:223-224). 
566 Quoted from Bangkok Post, Outlook (The trip that changed the Nation), No-
vemberr 22, 1997. 
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Officee formulates the essence of the king's policy and attitude as 
follows::  'Kin g Chulalongkorn [was] eager  to learn about Western 
ideass and inventions, positively working towards Western-style 
"progress""  while at the same time resisting Western rule. (...) [I] n 
spitee of all these crises (...) he strove to uphold Thai cultural , artis-
ticc and religious values' (1991:23, 26). 

Thee king's own writing s give proof of this awareness. Much 
quotedd in particular  are the passages from letters to his sons in 
Europee in which he tells them never  to forget that they are Thai, and 
nott  to behave differently upon their  return, and to speak Thai, not 
English.. The sincerity of the king when it comes to his own atti-
tudess and conduct is demonstrated by the oath taken in a ceremony 
somee time before his departure in 1897, in which he made three 
promises::  first , during his voyage he would not embrace any other 
religionn than Buddhism; second, he would not become engaged in 
anyy sexual relation with women; and thir d he would abstain from 
alcoholics,, except only in those situations were refusing would be 
impolite,, but never  take so much that it would influence his mind or 
body.. In an exhibition commemorating the 1897 tour  organised in 
thee National Museum in Bangkok (December  1998/ January 1999), 
thee king's written and spoken comments about the trip , among 
whichh his opinion about Western influences, were a special topic. 
Thee text of the oath, to be found in almost any more elaborate popu-
larr  account of the king's first European tour,58 was also part of the 
exhibitionn in the National Museum. 

FoundingFounding father, meritorious king 
Ann advertisement regularly broadcast in August/September  1997, 
immediatelyy after  the economic breakdown, illustrates the vitalit y 
andd versatility of the King Chulalongkorn narratives and their  ca-
pacityy to deliver  a message. 

Thee Thai tricolour  fill s the screen. In the centre of the flag 
shimmerss a portrai t of King Chulalongkorn seated on his 
throne,, a photograph taken towards the end of his reign. A 

577 The National Identity Office is a governmental organisation responsible to the 
Officee of the Prime Minister. It is charged with promoting national culture 
throughh various media. 
588 See for instance the cover story of Sinlapa WatthanathamlArt & Culture, April 
1997(p.ll9). . 
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malee voice-over tells the audience in an ominous tone that in 
Thailandd slavery was abolished during the fifth reign, ninety 
yearss ago. In the meantime - the flag still flying - the image 
inn the centre is replaced by the popular composition of 'King 
Chulalongkornn abolishing slavery' [see figure 3], first focus-
singg on the king, then on the slaves. Subsequently, we see 
thee wax display of 'King Chulalongkorn abolishes slavery' 
off  the Human Imaginary Museum [see figure 2]. Then the 
screenn shifts to what for a long time has been regarded as 
onee of the worst excesses of modern society: Bangkok's 
overfulll  highways, with their noise and clearly visible pollu-
tion.. A text in large font reads: 'BUT NOWADAYS' (tae 
patchuban)patchuban) While close-ups of people in a fast food restau-
rantt are shown, the voice-over continues: 'The Thai have 
fallenn back into being slaves (khon thai klap tok pen that), of 
things,, of nappa leather this time.' Next we see Thai cus-
tomerss in a modern leather shop gazing at shoes and hand-
bags.. The advertisement continues with images of several 
Thaii  handicraft products (like bamboo bags and baskets, sil-
verware)) to end with a heap of Thai money. The voice-over 
encouragess everybody to spend Thai money on Thai prod-
ucts,, as 'that wil l help the nation and all Thai.' 

Thee message of the advertisement is not merely that the economic 
crisiss can be countered by buying Thai goods. The inclusion of the 
sceness from the King Chulalongkorn narratives adds an extra moral 
message.. Connecting the excesses of modernity with slavery, the 
advertisementt suggests that if the Thai would be as selective with 
modernityy as King Chulalongkorn was, the path to modernity would 
bee much smoother, and that the way Thai live today goes against 
thee king's vision of a modern Thai society. Furthermore, for every-
bodyy who knows with how much love and sacrifice the king mod-
ernisedd his country, the connection of the legacy of the king with 
doingg something for the nation in times of crisis implies a moral ob-
ligationn to co-operate. 

Thee advertisement also leans on another image of King Chu-
lalongkorn:: the king as the founding father of the nation, an image 
ass much part of the interpretation of the king as Great Moderniser as 
iss the image of King Chulalongkorn as a Buddhist king. The tables 
off  contents with their lists of concrete technological achievements 

84 4 



andd governmental reformations place the king at the origin of the 
modernn nation-state. The equation of the ruler  with the state, or  a 
personalisedd perspective on the origin of the state, is not a phe-
nomenonn exclusively limited to Thailand. Although Thailand never 
hass been colonised, this perception can be regarded as part of a 
post-coloniall  global phenomenon, which occurred everywhere 
wheree new, non-Western nation-states arose 'between the dusk of 
colonialismm and the dawn of independence' (Kirk-Green e 
1991:167).''  Good examples of such founding fathers are of course 
internationall yy renowned national leaders such as Nasser  or  Gandhi, 
butt  also Latin American heroes as the Venezuelan * Great Liberator ' 
Bolivarr  (see Sanchez 1994). Kirk-Greene, in an overview article of 
modernn African states and their  leaders, speaks in this respect of the 
'conceptt  of instant synonymity': 'the country is the man and the 
mann is the country (ibid.). In the Thai case, however, the confluence 
off  the image of King Chulalongkorn as founding father  with the im-
agee of King Chulalongkorn as meritorious king, gives the image an 
extraa powerful dimension. 

Thee strong potential of the founding father  image is illus-
tratedd by its ability to fit  even a problematic aspect of the king's bi-
ographyy into the hagiography: his over  150 wives. The king's 
polygamyy - something definitively immoral today - is explained as 
wisee national politics. In a conversation on whether  King Chu-
lalongkornn could be considered handsome, Arun - the earlier 
quotedd jewellery designer  in Chiang Mai - formulated this well-
knownn view as follows: 

Hee was handsome and that explains why he had so many 
wives.. But you know, actually the king had another  reason 
too marry so many wives. At the time Thailand was not really 
onee country yet. By marryin g the daughters of all important 
families,, he tied all these families to him and that is how 
Kin gg Chulalongkorn was able to unite the country. This was 
aa real clever  policy (chalat mak, nayobai keng mak loei). 

Onee book elaborating on the issue, on the positive consequences 
(financiallyy and in terms of status) for  families to have one of their 
daughterss married to the king, and on the willingness of these 
daughterss to marry the king, also deals with the inherent problem 
thatt  royal polygamy could have been problematic for  the king in 
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presentingg himself as a civilised monarch in Europe. The book re-
countss how, although everybody was very curious with regard to 
thiss subject, most European rulers were very polite and did not 
touchh upon it. Except at one occasion, during his visit to Denmark 
(1897),, Princess Marie dared to ask the king why he had so many 
wives.. The king's ad rem reaction 'because I did not meet you ear-
lier'' left the princess embarrassed.60 This story shows again the 
king'ss ultimate superiority and his ability to deal with such delicate 
situationss caused by the indiscretion of others. 

Thee strong image of King Chulalongkorn as founding father 
alsoo enables present-day narrators to interpret Thai democracy as 
originatingg from a deliberate policy of King Chulalongkorn — 
althoughh he actually was the most absolute Siamese king ever. 
Schooll  books plainly state that King Chulalongkorn initiated (ri 
roem)roem) and laid the basis (wang rakthari) for democracy.61 Mrs. 
Prasi,, a retired reporter of the Bangkok Post living in Chiang Mai, 
toldd me that 'democracy in fact was introduced by King Chulalong-
korn,, because by abolishing slavery he made everybody equal.' A 
largee variety of portraits depict the king in combination with the 
Ananthaa Samakhom Throne Hall, presently used as the parliament 
building.. In my view such portraits visualise the perception of King 

Thee awareness of King Chulalongkorn of the potential negative consequences 
off  polygamy on his image in the West is illustrated by an account written in 1891 
byy Prince Pritsdang (1852-1935, a grandson of King Rama III) . The prince de-
scribess how a German jewellery trader with unusual good access to the court 'got 
aa littl e out of favour' after he had informed his agent in Germany about who were 
thee king's 'queens,' 'semi-queens' and 'favourites,' in an attempt to make sure 
thatt everything ordered was correctly packed '(...) while His Majesty wants to 
makee it known that there is only one Queen and one wife, the rest are by force of 
customm forced upon him and are only concubines' (Pritsdang in Brailey 1989:76). 
Thiss awareness, in my opinion, is also reflected in the fact that King Chulalong-
kornn only had himself formally portrayed with Queen Saovabha, and never with 
anyy of his other wives. 
600 From Rak raek khong ratchakan thi ha [The First Love of King Rama V] by 
Lawann Chotamara, 1978:17-18. My research assistant was convinced that the 
authorr of the book (a woman) actually was a man. According to her, no women 
wouldd have been able to get such intimate information. Coincidentally or not, 
duringg my research the story was only told to me by men, as a good joke. 
611 Quoted from S. 402, sangkhom suksa [Social Studies 402] 1992:45. See Mulder 
(1997)) for a detailed analysis of Thai school texts on perceptions of democracy 
andd its history. 
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Chulalongkornn as the founder  of the Thai democratic state (see fig-
uress 5 and 6). 

Whatt  does the myth of King Chulalongkorn, of this 'Great 
Belovedd King'  (phra piya maharat) tell us so far? It has become 
clearr  that this epithet concerns a trul y meritorious Buddhist king, 
whoo through compassion with his subjects, his great vision and ex-
traordinar yy qualities has founded the Thai nation, that is, the Thai 
nationn as an independent and modern state. Withi n this perspective 
Modernisation''  is of utmost significance: first , as a means to save 
thee country's independence, and second, by improving the general 
well-beingg of the Thai people. The following chapters wil l deal in 
moree detail with the way individuals relate the achievements and 
dedicationn of King Chulalongkorn to their  personal lives. In the re-
mainderr  of this chapter  I wil l elaborate on the consequences of the 
imagee of King Chulalongkorn as founder  of the Thai nation-state 
forr  Thai perceptions of the state. 

TheThe king and the state 

Inn the master  narrativ e of King Chulalongkorn as Great Moderniser, 
twoo images of the king proved to be central: first,  King Chulalong-
kornn as the meritorious Buddhist king, and second, King Chu-
lalongkornn as the founding father  of the modern nation-state. Here I 
wantt  to discuss the consequences of the convergence of these two 
imagess in the same person. In the beginning of this chapter  I already 
briefl yy mentioned the Theravada Buddhist conception of the em-
bodimentt  of the state by the king. This observation leaves us with a 
widelyy acknowledged problem, namely, what exactly is meant by 
'thee state?' I wil l deal with this problem by differentiating, as pro-
posedd by Philip Abrams in his famous essay 'Notes on the Diffi -
cultyy of Studying the State' (1988), between a state-system, that is, 
'aa palpable nexus of practice and institutional structure centred in 
thee government and more or  less extensive, unified and dominant in 
anyy given society' and a state-idea, which is 'projected, purveyed 
andd variously believed in different societies at different times' 
(1988:82).. 'The state,'  argues Abrams, as concrete or  abstract object 
off  study should be abandoned. Instead, 'the state' can only be stud-
iedd as a mere idea, or  an ideological construct. The idea of the state 
maskss and legitimates the domination and moral regulation exerted 
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byy the institutions of the state-system and associated interest groups, 
byy presenting intervention and control as fundamental for upholding 
thee general interest (ibid.:75-77).62 Thus our basic concern has to be 
too understand how power is legitimated through the ideological po-
tentiall  of the idea of the state. It is therefore first necessary to un-
ravell  the Thai idea of the state. 

Inn Theravada Buddhist conceptions of kingship and society, 
onlyy the virtuous conduct of the king can bring justice and order. 
Thuss the legitimacy of the worldly power of Buddhist kings is em-
beddedd in the Buddhist cosmology. The ideal king is the righteous 
kingg because he follows the thammasat, the Buddhist Law. Through 
hiss righteousness the king even may become a chakravatin, or uni-
versall  ruler (Tambiah 1985:326). Then '[a]ll the rival Kings [...] 
givee him welcome and beg for his teachings' (Dhani 1946:96). The 
present-dayy Thai nation with its modern administrative, educational 
andd judicial agencies, its parliament, and its constitutional monar-
chyy is only a far cry from this ancient notion of the Theravada Bud-
dhistt kingdom. However, as demonstrated by the King 
Chulalongkornn narratives, the image of 'the truly Buddhist king' is 
stilll  vigorous. In the current Thai perception, therefore, the worldly 
powerr King Chulalongkorn had finds its legitimacy in Buddhist 
cosmology.. At the same time King Chulalongkorn, as we have seen, 
iss regarded as the founder of the modern Thai nation-state. Since 
thiss creation of a modern nation was a voluntary act of this legiti-
mate,, virtuous king, the present Thai state still is legitimate and 
onlyy can be good. Here the King Chulalongkorn myth appears as an 
ideology,, solving the problem of legitimacy of the modern, secular 
Thaii  state by giving it a place within the framework of Buddhist 
cosmology.. The state originated from the wisdom of the king and 
hiss compassion with the people. 

Univocall  and hegemonic as the ideology might seem at first 
glance,, its implications ultimately are ambiguous. On the one hand, 
thee presentation of King Chulalongkorn as the ultimate source of 
legitimacyy of the Thai state serves bureaucrats, policy makers, and 
otherr representatives of the state-system in reconfirming their au-

Thiss might seem to come close to Weber's defining principle of the state, the 
monopolyy on the legitimate use of violence (cf. Taussig 1992:115), but the oppo-
sitee is actually the case. The perception of this monopoly on the use of violence as 
beingg legitimate results from the ideological power of the idea of the state. It le-
gitimatess what is illegitimate. 
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thority.. The official commemoration of King Chulalongkorn, the 
subjectt of Chapter III , wil l serve as an illustration of how this re-
confirmationn is made. But what to think of the following cases in 
whichh representatives of the state-system seek protection by the 
kingg against decisions disadvantageous for them, which are made 
withinn this same system? 

Onn October 16, 1993, the then Police General Sawat 
Amonwiwat,, fearing his imminent dismissal, went to the 
equestriann statue to ask King Chulalongkorn for support. He 
climbedd the statue with a ladder until he reached the feet of 
thee king (Hauser 1996:204-205). The reason behind his dis-
missall  was his inability (or unwillingness?) to solve the 
'Saudii  Gem Case.'63 

Onn September 5, 1997, 20,000 sub-district and village 
headmenn (kamnan and phu yai ban) from all over the coun-
tryy arrived in hundreds of busses in Bangkok to protest the 
neww constitution draft. They gathered at the Royal Plaza, 
wheree they paid respect to the Equestrian Statue and sang 
thee National Anthem. Their protest was directed against a 
neww clause, proposing the direct election of Subdistrict Ad-
ministrationn Members, and excluding the membership of 
kamnankamnan and phu yai ban. Their protests were twofold: they 
weree afraid to lose part of their power, and they feared that 
suchh a change would affect the power of the monarchy. 'Our 
institutee was founded by King Rama V. We must protect our 
nation,, religion and monarchy. We wil l not let anyone do 
anythingg which wil l affect the institution of the monarchy. 
Wee are willin g to sacrifice our lives.'64 

Onn July 2, 1998 railway employees and caddies rallied 
againstt turning a golf course, owned by the State Railway 
Company,, into a public park. The protesters - afraid to lose 

633 In 1991 Thai Police seized a huge quantity of Saudi Court jewellery, stolen and 
sentt to Thailand by a Thai gardener one year earlier. The major part of the jewel-
leryy soon disappeared from the police office, and many items sent back to Saudi 
Arabiaa appeared to be falsifications. In the course of cover up attempts several 
Saudii  diplomats were killed. 
644 Quoted from the Bangkok Post, September 6,1997. 
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theirr jobs - barricaded a railway, carrying many portraits of 
Kingg Chulalongkorn under whose reign the first railway was 
established.65 5 

Thee paradox that people experiencing any wrong from the state seek 
refugee with the founder of that same state can be resolved by taking 
thee myth not only as a legitimation, but also as a secular theodicy. It 
leavess room for the existence of evil within the state while main-
tainingg its essential goodness: King Chulalongkorn is not the em-
bodimentt of the Thai state as such, but of the ideal Thai state. In 
thiss perspective the ideal state - that is, the state as the king in-
tendedd it to be - may be opposed to the degraded state it has be-
come.. In the words of Kai, an elder rickshaw driver in Chiang Mai, 
complainingg while we were stuck in a traffic jam: 

Youu see these cars? This is what they call khwam charoen, 
thesee days. But what khwam charoen? It's madness (ba). 
Kingg Chulalongkorn brought khwam charoen. He knew 
whatt was good and not good. But now, this government 
doess not know anything. They only think of money. 

Son,, the owner of a mid sized bookstore in Chiang Mai, formulates 
herr view on this discrepancy as follows: 

Kingg Chulalongkorn has abolished slavery, but what has 
happenedd is that at present rich people have become very 
richrich while the poor did not really benefit from the economic 
developments.. On the contrary: poor people now again are 
tiedd to the power and wishes of the rich. Poor people have 
becomee slaves again. I think this is not in accordance with 
Kingg Chulalongkorn's intentions. 

Kaew,, a Thai woman living abroad where she works as sworn trans-
lator,, told me the following story on one of the most traumatic peri-
odss Thai society experienced in recent history: 

Threee days before the violent oppression of the student pro-
testss in 1976,66 early in the morning, the horse of the eques-

MM Quoted from NRC Handelsblad, July 3,1998. 
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triann statue screamed. It screamed so loudly that everybody 
inn Bangkok could hear  it. King Chulalongkorn foresaw the 
violencee about to happen, and that it could threaten the sta-
bilit yy and continuity of the country because it could end in a 
civill  war. According to Kaew the news (under  the headline: 
Thee Horse Neighs (ma rong)) had appeared in all Thai daily 
newspaperss the next day.67 

Byy being in one and the same instance the founding father  of the 
Thaii  secular  nation and the meritorious Buddhist king caring for 
eachh of his subjects and bringing prosperity to his kingdom, King 
Chulalongkornn is a figure ambiguous enough that almost anybody 
cann seek refuge with him. The essential multiplicit y of the king's 
imagee thus helps to explain why the King Chulalongkorn myth is so 
appealingg that a cult around the king could evolve. The myth of 
Kingg Chulalongkorn presents the image of the king as 'the god of 
thee government' (cf. Akin 1993), while leaving sufficient space for 
personalisedd perceptions of his benevolence. In this respect Conner-
tonn speaks of mythic material as a 'reservoir  of meanings' with a 
largee potential of variance, reworking and reinterpretation (1989:56-
57).. Throughout the following chapters the process of reworking the 
mythh by individual worshippers and groups wil l be a main focus. It 
iss my purpose to clarify how in the course of this process the social 
imaginaryy has changed the role of the king from problem solver  in 
historyy to problem solver  in the daily lives of his individual wor-
shipperss at present. 

Seee Chapter V for a more elaborate account of this event and its relation with 
thee myth of the present monarch. 
677 The woman urged me to check the newspapers as it would be very interesting 
forr my research. Without any results my research assistant checked the whole 
monthh of October 1976 of the Thai Rath (and, to be sure that there had been no 
misunderstanding,, of October 1973, as this month was also characterised by un-
rest,, student protests and violence, see also Chapter V). 
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II II 
PresencePresence of the King 

Too the eye, the cult of King Chulalongkorn is most manifest 
throughh the innumerable quantity of King Chulalongkorn portraits. 
Thee king's portraits are found all over the country, but in particular 
inn urban areas. Wherever one goes - offices, restaurants, shops, 
privatee homes, temples, spirit shrines, railway stations, or other 
publicc buildings - there is always an image of the king, and gener-
allyy as a portrait or statuette. 

Althoughh King Chulalongkorn died ninety years ago, travel-
lingg incognito as in the sadet praphat ton narrative would be out of 
thee question at present. He soon would be recognised, as so many 
Thaii  own his portrait. Portraits may be obtained, for instance, at one 
off  the many * portrait shops' selling (framed) copies of photographs 
andd paintings of historical kings, members of the present royal fam-
ily ,, and famous monks. In the city of Chiang Mai I counted twenty 
off  such 'portrait shops,' and even in the smallest provincial town 
theree is at least one of these shops. In portrait shops portraits of 
Kingg Chulalongkorn are more abundant than those of any king or 
monk.. Furthermore, a wide range of objects such as clocks, neck-
laces,, coffee pots, key rings, stickers, embroidery patterns, and even 
jigsawss bearing the image of the king are offered as well (see fig-
uress 7 and 8). King Chulalongkorn objects are found at markets, in 
bookstores,, department stores, fancy fairs, temple shops and amulet 
markets.. But they are also available through the many door-to-door 
statuettee vendors, from children selling home-made King Chu-
lalongkornn stickers in restaurants, and in mail-order catalogues. In 
addition,, semi-governmental organisations such as banks and the 
armyy regularly issue 'King Chulalongkorn images' in a variety of 
forms.. These are generally issued as a new series of King Chu-
lalongkornn commemorative coins or statuettes that may be either for 
salee or distributed for free at a special event. One may wonder 
whetherr the scale of production of the portraits reflects a general 
desiree for them. Do most portraits find an owner? To give a first 
impressionn of the sphere of desire, production, and purchase, I wil l 
startt this chapter by sketching one of the many King Chulalongkorn 
portraitt owners I met during my research. 
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BunBun 's King Chulalongkorn portraits 
Bunn is the owner  of a well-known flower  shop in Chiang 
Mai.. His small shop - which he runs with his sister  - is fa-
mouss for  the quality of its flowers as well as for  the flower 
decorationss and garlands. Chiang Mai' s top elite order  their 
flowerss from Bun, particularl y for  occasions which carry a 
formal,, 'national'  character, such as a visit of the queen to 
Chiangg Mai or  Chulalongkorn Day.2 Bun himself is strongly 
devotedd to King Chulalongkorn. This, for  one part, is ex-
pressedd in the altogether  eight portrait s of the king decorat-
ingg both the shop and the private upper  floor. Most portrait s 
weree gifts presented on occasions such as the opening of the 
presentt  shop, Bun's birthday, or  New Year. Furthermore, 
Bunn owns a King Chulalongkorn portrai t book, titled: Pra-
muanmuan Phraboromchai Lakson/Best of the Best. The Great 
CollectionCollection of King Rama V? 

Bun'ss most precious King Chulalongkorn portrai t is 
nott  on display: it is an original Fifth Reign coin, which he 
alwayss carries on his body under  his clothes. An aunt had 
givenn him the coin around 1990. Since then, Bun has made 
greatt  effort to make the coin into a precious medallion {lok-
het)het)44 The coin is encased in elaborately worked gold. Also 
itss chain is made of heavy gold. A small ruby decorates the 
medallion'ss top, two rows of small diamonds (brought from 
Belgium)) are set along the left side, and an emerald below. 
Thee process of embellishing the medallion is executed bit by 
bit.. Every time Bun has some money, or  comes across a nice 
stone,, additions are made to his own design.5 In its present 

Uponn arrival the queen wil l receive a garland (phuangmalai) from everybody 
awaitingg her. 
22 King Chulalongkorn is commemorated on October 23 (Chulalongkorn Day) 
withh the presentation of wreaths (phuangmala) (see Chapter III) . 
33 Apart from the title, the book contains no further English text. To my interpreta-
tion,, the regular appearance of some English text on King Chulalongkorn objects 
reflectss the association of the king with modernity. 
44 From the English 'locket.' As any Thai noun, lokhet denotes both the singular 
andd the plural. See below for the significance of the lokhet (especially with King 
Chulalongkornn images) for modern women. 
55 The manner in which Bun beautifies the lokhet strongly reminded me of the way 
hee beautifies himself. When I got to know Bun he had just had his third facial 

93 3 



statee (1997) the lokhet would cost about 100.000 baht. But 
Bun,, of course, has no intention to sell this unique lokhet at 
all. . 

Bunn owns several other King Chulalongkorn coins 
andd medallions. These objects were, however, newly pro-
ducedd on the occasion of commemorative events or for 
charities.. Occasionally, he buys such items from organisa-
tionss or vendors. In 1996 Bun had purchased ten such me-
dallionss at prices between 1.000 and 2.000 baht. Four of the 
medallionss he has kept for himself, the other six were gifts. 
Thus,, Bun owns a wide array of King Chulalongkorn por-
traitss and objects. His desire for portraits, however, seems to 
bee never entirely satisfied. Once he told me that there is one 
particularr King Chulalongkorn portrait that he really would 
likee to add to his collection: a good photograph of the eques-
triann statue. For, as Bun explained to me, there is a funda-
mentall  difference between the statue and other portraits. The 
equestriann statue is a portrait of the king asphraphutta chao 
luang,luang,66 while the other portraits depict him as sadet pho 
(royall  father). The equestrian statue is the 'highest' portrait 
off  King Chulalongkorn because it was erected on the occa-
sionn of his fortieth year on the throne (see also below): no 
otherr king in Thai history ever had ruled that long. This por-
traitt therefore depicts King Chulalongkorn at the high point 
off  his import and power. 

Bun'ss case touches upon many subjects which feature in this chap-
terr on portraits: the many ways in which people come to own a va-
rietyy of portraits; King Chulalongkorn portraits as a gift; the desire 
too own one or more very special and personal portraits; the occa-
sionss on which King Chulalongkorn objects are produced and dis-
tributed,, including the elements of charity and fund raising; the 

plasticc surgery (costs 50.000 baht). Just as with the coin, every time a small 
beautificationn is added, while the project as a whole is never finished. 
66 Phra phuttha chao luang is another title to address King Chulalongkorn or to 
speakk about him. The title, which literally means 'Royal Buddha' demonstrates 
thee idea of a Buddhist King as a future Buddha. Although every Thai/Siamese 
kingg is a phra phuttha chao luang (cf. Skrobanek 1976:23), at present the title 
specificallyy refers to King Chulalongkorn. 
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speciall  meaning of the equestrian statue among the portrait s of the 
king. . 

Thee profusion of King Chulalongkorn portrait s raises a 
questionn regarding the needs they satisfy. Why do so many Thai 
possesss King Chulalongkorn portraits? Leaving aside for  the mo-
mentt  the scale and influence of production and other  commercial 
aspectss of the 'Kin g Chulalongkorn portrai t trade' (which wil l be 
dealtt  with more specifically below), I wil l first  attempt to provide 
insightt  into the meaning King Chulalongkorn images carry for  those 
whoo possess them. The terms 'portrait '  and 'image' wil l be used 
interchangeablyy when referrin g to depictions of the king in the form 
off  painted portraits, statuettes, photographs, bank notes, postage 
stamps,, coins, sculptures, and so forth. 

Itt  is the objective of this chapter  to highlight the role of King 
Chulalongkornn portrait s in the cult. However, as the material pre-
sentedd in this chapter  wil l show, the role and meaning of pictorial 
portrait ss can be understood only in the context of the narrated por-
traits,, thus of the myth of King Chulalongkorn as the Great Beloved 
King.. The intrinsi c connection between pictorial portrait s and nar-
ratedd portrait s wil l therefore be one of the major  themes of this 
chapter.. As we wil l see, such connections also exist on the individ -
uall  level where they offer  a key for  understanding the individual' s 
desiree for  portraits. 

BuddhistBuddhist kings and their images 

Myy discussion of the significance of King Chulalongkorn portrait s 
inn the development of the cult takes as a starting point the recogni-
tionn that it is far  from self-evident that such portrait s exist, let alone 
soo many of them. For  a long time, Siam had no traditio n of portrai -
turee of kings, alive or  deceased, in the sense of a true-to-lif e depic-
tionn of their  features. During the first  millennium Indian traders and 
missionariess settling in Siam and Cambodia, introduced Hinduism, 
Brahmanismm and Buddhism to the area. Early in the thirteenth cen-
tury ,, when the heydays of the Khmer empire were over, the Sia-
mesee court established intensive religious contacts with (Theravada 
Buddhist)) Sri Lanka and made Siam a centre of Theravada Bud-
dhismm (Wales 1992 [1931]: 12-15). Since then statues representing 
Siamesee kings were made in the form of Buddha statues, but differ-
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entt from other Buddha statues, these statues were adorned with 
royall  crown, attire and regalia. The statues were often life-size, or, 
moree precisely, made to the actual size of the king's body (Apinan 
1992bl:336).. This coinciding of Buddha and king fits the Theravada 
Buddhistt concept of kingship that kings are future Buddha's (Bo-
dhisattva's).. Also the early Chakri kings had such images made, 
dedicatedd to themselves or to their ancestors, as objects of homage 
forr the general public. In addition to these public images, other di-
vinee figures symbolising kings were made after the end of each 
reign.. These images were solely objects of worship for members of 
thee royal household (ibid.), combining deification with ancestor 
worshipp (cf. Wales 1992:169). 

Portraituree of royal persons started not earlier than during 
thee reign of King Mongkut or Rama IV (r. 1851-1868), the father of 
Kingg Chulalongkorn. According to both Apinan and Wales, portrai-
turee of persons earlier was considered harmful to the person de-
pictedd because of possible misuse in black magic (Apinan 
1992bl:336;; Wales 1992:173). Wales adds that in the mid-
nineteenthh century this idea was 'officially discountenanced' (ibid.) 
Duringg the fourth reign the intensified diplomatic relations between 
Siamm and the West also led to an intensification of contacts between 
thee Siamese court and Western courts. In Europe, the exchange of 
portraitss and photographs of kings, queens, royal families and im-
portantt statesmen between the courts and governments was a dip-
lomaticc means in establishing foreign relations. Consequently, 
manyy portraits of European monarchs arrived at the court of Siam 
andd were displayed there. This display should not be understood in 
termss of worship, as was the case with the Buddha images repre-
sentingg Siamese kings, but as a sign of respect (Apinan 1992bl:339, 
344). . 

Ass a consequence of the — inescapable - diplomatic relations 
withh the West (see the Introduction), King Mongkut decided to have 
himselff  photographed in order to be able to send gifts in return. The 
significancee of this decision should not be underestimated. It meant 
aa radical break with the magical fears around portraiture and, as Ap-
inann rightfully observes, shows the impact of Western thought on 
thee king (Apinan 1992bl:339). King Mongkut was the first Siamese 
kingg to break the fear of portraiture by having himself portrayed 
severall  times. But King Chulalongkorn, from the early beginning of 
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hiss reign onward, had himself portrayed abundantly and in all tech-
niquess available. 

TheThe king's merit and grace 

II  wil l start my investigation of the role of portraits in the King Chu-
lalongkornn cult with an analysis of Thai concepts of the power and 
supernaturall  qualities of Buddhist Kings, which still are, or even 
increasinglyy have become, part of popular imaginations about king-
ship.. In the course of Chapter I the contours of King Chulalongkorn 
ass a 'righteous ruler' have already become visible. The king's inten-
tionss and deeds as they appear in the narrated portraits testify that 
Kingg Chulalongkorn ruled in accordance with the 'Ten Kingly Vir-
tues.'' The importance attributed to the adherence of kings to the 
'Tenn Kingly Virtues' is the first clue to the Thai conception of king-
shipp and its fundamentally religious nature. In this conception ad-
herencee to the 'Ten Kingly Virtues' is inseparable from possessing 
barbar ami (grace, virtue), a 'charismatic power' with auspicious quali-
ties.77 Equally important is the idea of a king being a man who has 
accumulatedd so much merit (bun) in his previous lives, that he is 
rebornn to become a king. Merit and reincarnation are central con-
ceptss in Theravada Buddhism. It is a person's karma (ham) that de-
terminess one's rebirth. According to the 'law of karma' every action 
generatess a consequence. Actions in accordance with Buddhist 
moralss wil l produce merit and contribute to good karma. The more 
meritt is accumulated the better one's karma, and, accordingly, one's 
rebirth.. Morally contemptible deeds, on the other hand, wil l result 
inn demerit (bap), which in its turn causes bad karma and an un-
pleasantt rebirth (cf. Akin 1969:11-12; Spiro 1982:67). As the king 
standss at the apex of Thai society, he is perceived as the person with 
thee greatest reservoir of accumulated merit (Akin 1969:47; Keyes 
1977:288).8 8 

77 Strictly speaking, barami refers to the 'Ten Perfections' (thotsabarami), the ten 
highestt forms of Buddhist practice, which do not entirely parallel the 'Ten Kingly 
Virtues'' (thotsaphiratchatham, see Chapter I). See the Photchananukrom Phut-
thasatthasatyy chabap pramuanthamlDictionary of Buddhism, 1994:284-286. However, 
inn the popular conception the 'Ten Kingly Virtues' are called 'barami.' 
88 Charnvit quotes from one of the four chronicles on King Uthong, the founder of 
Ayutthayaa (r.1351-1369): 'When he arrived in the Ayudhya area "people saw that 
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Forr the Thai people the 'merit and grace' or bun bar ami of 
thee king are important matters as they believe them to influence the 
coursee that society might take as well as their individual well-being. 
Itt is generally accepted that when the kingdom is ruled by a virtuous 
king,, his bun barami makes that the kingdom prospers and its in-
habitantss live in happiness and peace. However, although bun and 
baramibarami overlap, they are not exactly the same, and therefore work 
or,, maybe better, are experienced differently. The idea that the merit 
off  a king works for the good of all is based on the belief that merit 
cann be shared with and transferred to.9 Monks transfer a share of 
theirr accumulated merit to the laity in public ceremonies or in cer-
tainn rituals. Laymen transfer or share merit particularly with de-
ceasedd relatives or ancestors (Terwiel 1994:101-102). The extra 
meritt the deceased person may receive in the interval between his 
deathh and rebirth through the merit-making ceremony organised by 
hiss relatives may contribute to a better rebirth (Spiro 1982:124-
125).. A king is believed to have accumulated so much merit that 
throughh his compassion the merit can be shared and transferred with 
anybodyy connected with the king (Keyes 1977:287-289).10 Obvi-
ously,, a king is connected with all his subjects and that explains the 
immediatee beneficial effect a king's merit is believed to exert on his 
kingdomm and its people. This belief also implies, however, that dis-
asterr or misfortune can be understood as a weakening of the king's 
meritt and its meritorious effect. Kings therefore are required to con-
tinuee to make merit. In particular this takes the form of almsgiving 
too the Sangha and the construction of Buddhist monuments (i.e. 
Buddhaa statues, stupas and temples), especially in times of crisis. 
Akinn recalls the actions taken by King Rama III , when in 1849, 
Siamm was hit by a serious cholera epidemic: 

(...)) King Rama III took a vow to keep the precepts and 
spentt a great deal of money on buying animals and setting 
themm free. He also told the people to make merit and set free 

hee was aphumibun [a man with merit]: they then assembled and agreed to have 
himm as their king."' (Charnvit 1976:61). 
99 This idea is in contradiction with the law of karma, but this contradiction gener-
allyy is not resolved (Obeyesekere 1963:22-26; Spiro 1982:125). 
100 For the sharing of merit by individuals with an extraordinary amount of merit 
seee also Keyes on Khru Ba Sri Wichai, a Northern Thai monk (1982:149-180). 
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imprisonedd animals in the belief that through the acts of 
makingg merit the epidemic would subside (1969:46). 

Inn this context it is not difficult to understand why the meritorious 
conductt of Thailand's present monarch is considered to be of ut-
mostt importance. King Bhumibol is, so to speak, 'obliged' to en-
gagee in continuous merit-making to counterbalance all kinds of 
misfortunee and crises hitting the kingdom. Through his observance 
off  the 'Ten Kingly Virtues,' which by definition implies meritorious 
conduct,, King Bhumibol accumulates merit. The case of King Chu-
lalongkorn,, however, concerns a deceased monarch. The king is be-
lievedd to have been reborn in one of the heavenly abodes as a divine 
being,, a guardian angel (thep, thewada or deva). Through his com-
passionn he still cares for the well-being of his kingdom and its in-
habitantss (see also below). And although this again leads to further 
accumulationn of merit, which contributes to both King Chulalong-
korn'ss personal salvation11 and the welfare of the Thai Nation, the 
emphasiss in the cult is placed on the beneficent effect of the king's 
barami.barami. Different from merit, where the auspicious effect is unpre-
dictable,122 the effect of the king's barami is direct and can be ex-
periencedd particularly in his immediate proximity. The popular use 
off  the word barami thus also refers to those effects of the king's ob-

Salvationn in the Buddhist sense means reaching nirvana (nipphan), that is, the 
endd of suffering. Gananath Obeyesekere, in his account of the relationship be-
tweenn man and deity, does not mention merit transfer through a deity's compas-
sion.. According to Obeyesekere man and deity are linked through merit transfer 
'inn a complex ethic of mutual self-interest (...).' The worshipper transfers merit 
too the deity - who is perceived as a potential Buddha - and by doing so enhances 
thee god's 'salvation prospects.' The deity 'in turn may reciprocate by assisting the 
worshipperr to achieve his immediate mundane objectives' (1968:26). The differ-
encee probably lays herein that compassion is a pivotal Buddhist virtue, while 
Obeyesekeree actually refers to Hindu or Brahman concepts of divinity. 
122 Of course, it is actually karma that causes effect, and not merit as such. With 
regardd to the unpredictability of the working of merit/karma, Obeyesekere speaks 
off  'psychological indeterminancy.' 'The past determines the present which (com-
binedd with the past) determines the future' (1968:21). The problem is that one 
cannott know how the present existence wil l influence the future, or how the past 
influencess the present. A Buddhist has no knowledge of his past karma - his sins 
[bap][bap]  and good deeds [bun] - which implies that anything good or bad may hap-
penn suddenly (ibid.). This equally applies to the working of karma/merit of kings. 
Akinn quotes from the annals describing the death of King Taksin: 'When the bun 
off  Chao Taksin expired and he died, his age was 48 years' (1969:12). 
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servancee of the 'Ten Kingly Virtues' which may be experienced 
personallyy (cf. note 7). One could translate barami in its popular 
conceptionn as 'grace,' since it is considered to be a perceivable as-
pectt of majesty. As we wil l see this same barami may also be ex-
periencedd to be emanating from King Chulalongkorn's portraits. 
Forr the objective of this chapter, seeking an answer to the question 
whyy Thai people desire to own portraits of King Chulalongkorn, I 
wil ll  discuss the working of barami and its beneficent effects in 
moree detail.13 

TheThe equestrian statue 

Kingg Chulalongkorn's most significant and impressive portrait is 
thee equestrian statue at the Royal Plaza. To understand the specific 
positionn of the statue in the King Chulalongkorn cult and the role of 
barami,barami, the narrative of its creation must be considered. This wil l 
directlyy involve the writings of Prince Damrong once more. 

Inn the letter of October 23, 1912, added to the sadetpraphat 
tonton diary of 1904 (see Chapter I), Prince Damrong writes: 

(...)) knowing the story of this statue makes one understand 
thatt the statue belongs to the people of Siam, irrespective of 
class,, ranks or place (...). It was a joint effort in which eve-
ryonee shared the same feeling. More then 1.000.000 Baht 
wass collected - five times more than the amount needed to 
erectt the statue (...). Many, many people, from everywhere, 
showedd their love and loyalty towards the King (Damrong 
19766 [1912]:35, translation IS). 

Thee equestrian statue was erected in 1908 to celebrate the fortieth 
anniversaryy of the king's accession to the throne.14 The unveiling of 
thee statue on November 11, 1908 was the high point of the celebra-
tionss and still lives on in social memory through well-known photo-

Inn Chapter V I wil l return to the importance of bun barami when discussing the 
venerationn for King Bhumibol. I have included the veneration for Thailand's pre-
sentt monarch in this study, because it forms part of the background from which 
thee King Chulalongkorn cult can be understood. 
144 With the remainder of the funds collected King Vaijaravudh later established 
Chulalongkornn University. 
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graphs.. The series of commemorative stamps issued that day, fea-
turingg an engraving of the statue, has not only become a valued col-
lectorss item,15 but depictions of the stamp on new stamps, posters, 
orr on the cover of stamp albums, are part of the usual repertoire of 
Kingg Chulalongkorn objects (see figure 9). 

Thee account of the erection of the equestrian statue by the 
peoplee of Siam, and how everyone, regardless birth or background, 
liberallyy contributed, is widely known through the popular sadet 
praphatpraphat ton diary of Prince Damrong, and is also inscribed on a 
plaquee on the base of the statue itself. Books on King Chulalong-
kornn typically feature a photograph of the statue - either a recent 
picturee or one of the photographs taken during its unveiling - and a 
shortt account on how the funds were collected. Prince Damrong's 
quotee or the text of the plaque is also commonly included. The es-
sencee of the statue narrative is that it is a present from the Thai peo-
plee to their king, with the size of the funds collected indicating the 
dimensionss of their love. 

Significantly,, the inscription on the plaque is the first text 
thatt refers to the king aspiya maharat or 'the Beloved Great King' 
off  the people. I have not found any direct account of Prince Dam-
rongg himself on this matter, but the idea is commonly accepted that 
thee epithet originated from the mind of the prince himself. 6 As the 
princee was also one of the members of the central committee 
chargedd with organising the jubilee (as was Crown Prince Vajira-
vudh),, it is not implausible to attribute the plaque inscription to him. 
Thee idea to erect an equestrian statue, however, came from the king 
himself.. Prince Damrong writes that after the king's departure to 
Europee the committee was left with the task to come up with an ap-
propriatee plan for the jubilee, and that there was no time to lose. 
Thenn they received a message from the king from France in which 
hee expressed his appreciation for the equestrian statue of Le Roi 
Soleill  (Louis XIV) in Versailles. The equestrian statue stands on the 
squaree in front of Versailles Palace, at the end of the long avenue 
leadingg to the palace. Also in Bangkok a square (Suan Amphon, the 
Royall  Plaza) was situated between the end of Ratchadamnok Ave-

155 1997 Catalogue price: 90.000 baht (US$ 2.500) for the whole series of seven in 
mintt condition. 
166 See for instance Phaladisai 1994: 25 and Phraratchaprawat lae Phithi Buang-
suangsuang Phrabatsomdet Phrachulachomklaochaoyuhua [History and Offering 
Ceremony:: King Chulalongkorn]. Bangkok: MPE, 1994. 
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nuee [modelled after the Champs Elysée, completed in 1907 (cf. Ap-
inann 1992a: 15)] and the planned Anantha Samakhom Throne Hall 
[aa mixture of St. Peter's and St. Paul's cathedrals (cf. ibid.)]. It 
wouldd be very appropriate to continue the European style by erect-
ingg an equestrian statue on the Royal Plaza.17 

Thee suggestion of the king to have an equestrian statue made 
forr the occasion probably did not come totally unexpected as it was 
knownn that already in 1897 - on his first journey to Europe - the 
kingg had shown to be impressed by the equestrian monuments of 
Kingg George II I at Windsor, Emperor Marcus Aurelius in Rome, 
andd Bartolomeo Colleoni in Venice. As the craftsmanship for the 
requiredd sculpture and casting was not available in Siam, the order 
wass placed in Paris, where the king posed for Georges Saulo, a re-
nownedd French sculptor of that time (Apinan 1992a: 15-16). The 
moneyy needed was collected through the sale of occasional stamps 
featuringg a preliminary drawing of the statue. 

Thee idea for collecting donations at large was possibly in-
spiredd by the construction of the Albert Memorial in London, which 
wass financed by donations from the British populace. More con-
temporaryy rulers are known to have financed their monument by 
donationss or at least to have attempted to do so. Certainly, a monu-
mentt erected after a successful campaign for funds may serve to 
givee testimony of the legitimacy of the ruler. In the Thai case it 
madee the creation of the statue an act of formalising and formulat-
ingg the love of 'the people' for their king. Unlike the Albert Memo-
rial,rial, which in the 1990s even narrowly escaped destruction, the 
equestriann statue has increased in significance throughout the years. 
Butt why and for whom exactly? As wil l be seen below, for wor-
shipperss of King Chulalongkorn the equestrian statue gives testi-
monyy to the unique and intensive relationship between the king and 
hiss subjects, of which the 'creation narrative' is but another recon-
firmation. firmation. 

Thee importance of the equestrian statue as a focus for popu-
larr sentiments for King Chulalongkorn became apparent in the late 
1980s.. In that period an increasing number of people came to wor-
shipp the king at the statue on Tuesdays. Tuesday is an important day 
inn the cult. King Chulalongkorn was born on a Tuesday and many 

Seee Phaladisai, p.26. Phaladisai quotes Damrong without mentioning the place 
off  the passage. 
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believee that every Tuesday night, at 10 PM, the spirit of the king 
descendss from heaven to enter  the statue. In September  1992 the 
famouss movie star  Bin Banlerut sparked further  interest in the cult 
byy publicly declaring (both in the Thai Rath, Thailand's most popu-
larr  newspaper, and on television) that he had survived a terribl e car 
accidentt  thanks to the protective power  of the original King Chu-
lalongkornn coin (riari),  that he wore as an amulet. After  Bin's decla-
rationn the number  of people worshipping the king at the statue 
increasedd drastically, while - as my own research indicates (see be-
low)) - elsewhere in the country other  centres of King Chulalong-
koraa worship arose. During my research thousands of people were 
comingg to the statue every week - particularl y on Tuesday eve-
nings,, but Thursday and Saturdays evenings have been added in the 
meantime188 - to pay their  respects to the king. They present him of-
feringss (as described in the Introduction ) and ask him for  spiritual 
supportt  in all kinds of worldly problems, as wil l be seen below. 

AA cult of portraits 

Forr  an understanding of the omnipresence of the king's portrait s 
anotherr  important aspect of the cult needs to be introduced. People 
explainedd their  worship of King Chulalongkorn, almost without ex-
ception,, as stemming from a need for  a thi phung (a patron), or  a thi 
phungphung thang chai (a mental patron). Sometimes the expressions yut 
nieonieo (a belief one can stick to) or  lak nieo (a principl e or  a basis one 
cann stick to) were used. These expressions indicate a need for 
someonee who can always be turned to or  relied upon. The colloquial 
formss to address the king in prayers or  when speaking about the 
kingg - sadet pho (royal father), sadet pu (royal grandfather), phra 
piyapiya (beloved highness) or  pho piya (beloved father) - demonstrate 
howw worshippers perceive and experience their  relation with the 
kingg in terms of an intimate father-child relationship. Such percep-
tions,, of course, are elaborations of the image of King Chulalong-
kornn as an accessible, fatherly ruler  (the ideal Buddhist king), as 
depictedd by Prince Damrong and others. 

188 For the events taking place on Thursday evenings, see Chapter IV. Saturday 
hass no particular meaning in the cult. Probably, the convenience of the weekend 
hourss just fits urban lifestyle. 
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Thee interpretation of King Chulalongkorn as a faithful fa-
therlyy figure explains in part why people long to be physically close 
too him. In the narrated portraits of Chapter I this longing is ex-
pressedd in the recurring theme of the immediate presence and ap-
proachabilityy of the king among his subjects during his life. The 
abundancee of portraits may be regarded as the material expression 
off  the same longing for his presence. It is difficult to find a single 
worshipperr of the king who does not own at least one King Chu-
lalongkornn portrait. Among all the portraits, though, the equestrian 
statuee is singular in the power of the meanings it carries. This is be-
causee the idea of the king's spirit descending from heaven into the 
statuee makes the statue, at least on Tuesdays at 10 PM, indistin-
guishablee from the king. And, the statue is not only embedded in 
sociall  memory as 'a gift from the people' and regarded as belonging 
too the people, but also the square where it is situated has become a 
placee of the people.19 These more or less explicit ideas about the 
statuee are important in understanding why, in terms of barami, the 
statuee is considered to be extra powerful, and why people make an 
effortt to come to the statue to worship the king. For them King Chu-
lalongkorn'ss barami emanates directly from the statue, radiating 
equallyy to everyone, leaving an immediate and lasting positive ef-
fect. . 

Nearlyy everyone coming to the statue brings along one or 
moree King Chulalongkorn images. The portraits are placed amidst 
eachh person's offerings and become (re)charged with the king's 
charismaticc power.20 In this way the statue's barami with its protec-
tivee and auspicious qualities can be taken home or, in the case of 
coinss and amulets, carried on person. Nithi rightfully compares this 
processs of transfer of the king's charismatic power into the objects 
att the square with the sacralisation of objects (pluk sek) taking place 
inn consecration ceremonies (phithi pluk sek, phutthaphisek) at tem-
pless (1993:27). Also in such ceremonies people bring their images 
(whetherr these be Buddhist amulets, statuettes of monks or portraits 
off  Thai kings) to have them sacralised and charged with beneficial 
power.. The fundamental difference, though, is that in the King Chu-

Indicativee for the importance of the statue is the fact that most people do not 
usee the square's official name (Suan Amphori) but refer to the square as Ian 
borommarupborommarup songma, 'Equestrian Statue Square.' 
200 The grass vendor (see the Introduction) also rents out altar tables and mats. But 
mostt people bring these items themselves. 
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lalongkornn cult people do not depend on expert intermediaries, such 
ass monks (ibid.). In a phutthaphisek ceremony objects are sacralised 
throughh beneficial power, which is generated by monks chanting 
Palii  formulae (Jchatha) for  several hours. The objects, which are 
placedd close to the temple's main Buddha statue, are connected with 
thee monks and the Buddha statue through a white cotton thread (sai 
sin).sin). The power  generated is distributed to the objects through the 
saisai sin as were it a kind of electricity. To speak with Tambiah, the 
processs can be understood as a 'sedimentation of power' (1988 
[1984]:208,, 339).21 

Thee storage of the objects in the direct vicinit y of the Bud-
dhaa statue - the huge piles of bags, boxes, statues, and portrait s to 
undergoo the ceremony make the most sacred place of the temple 
(thee bot) look more like a religious warehouse at such occasions -
indicatess an analogy with the conception of the equestrian statue in 
thee King Chulalongkorn cult. Also Buddha statues contain benefi-
ciall  power. As this in fact is contradictory with Theravada Buddhist 
teachingss - as the Buddha reached nirvana, his karma has ended and 
thereforee cannot cause any effects anymore - such statues by some 
aree thought to derive their  power  not from the Buddha himself, but 
fromfrom  the guardian angel (thewada) protecting and empowering that 
particularr  statue (cf. Akin 1969:11). This explanation exactly ap-
pliess to the power  of the equestrian statue: as a thewada King Chu-
lalongkorn'ss spirit protects and empowers his own statue. 

Inn the phutthaphisek ceremony the sai sin thus not only 
transferss beneficial power  generated by the monks, but also the 
powerr  from the Buddha statue.22 Significantly, at the equestrian 
statuee neither  sai sin nor  monks are needed to consecrate the ob-
jects,, the physical vicinit y of the statue is sufficient. People are en-
tirel yy in the position of doing this on their  own, without the need for 
aa collective ceremony. Leaflets, booklets and tapes providing the 
requiredd knowledge about offerings, rituals and magic formulae 
(khatha),(khatha), are widely available. Nithi points to the role of such tamra 
(literall yy textbooks or  manuals) in enabling individual worshippers 
too establish a direct contact with the king. Consequently, he argues, 
peoplee can do as well without spirit mediums, the usual expert in-

211 For more elaborate and detailed descriptions of phutthaphisek ceremonies see 
Terwiell  1975: 79-80 and Tambiah 1988:248-254. 

Seee Chapter III for a specific account of a phutthaphisek ceremony organised in 
thee context of the King Chulalongkorn cult. 
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termediariess in cults. Clearly, a significant dimension of the King 
Chulalongkoraa cult is the fact that direct access to the divine is open 
too all and is not controlled by an esoteric inner circle. Therefore, 
concludess Nithi, the King Chulalongkora cult is the first cult that 
**  belongs to the mass' (pen khong muanchori), contesting official 
Buddhismm as well as the numerous other non-Buddhist cults preva-
lentt in Thai society (1993:27). A thorough analysis of Nithi's con-
clusionn actually requires a more detailed study of the dynamics 
takingg place in the cult itself as well as on how the King Chulalong-
koraa cult is embedded in Thai popular religiosity. These matters 
wil ll  be investigated in the Chapters III and IV. For the objective of 
thiss chapter, understanding the role of portraits in the cult, the ob-
servationn that any individual personally can establish a direct link 
withh the king is important. 

Theree is no doubt about the special meaning of the eques-
triann statue and its importance as a source of barami. Yet, for peo-
plee who lack the time or live far away, the king's barami also may 
bee experienced through any of his portraits. Opinions on this matter 
differr widely, but without resulting in any conflict or schism. I 
spokee with people who bought a King Chulalongkora image at the 
squaree and return it regularly to the square, but also had it conse-
cratedd in a temple ceremony elsewhere. I also spoke with people 
whoo never had their King Chulalongkorn portraits consecrated in 
anyy way, but were convinced of the strength of their auspicious 
powerr only because of the king's effigy. But wherever people ob-
tainedd their King Chulalongkorn objects, and whether they had 
themm sacralised at the statue, in local temple ceremonies, in spirit 
mediumm sessions, or not at all, the general opinion was that only the 
individual'ss attachment to the object and his personal intentions 
reallyy mattered. However, the latter implies that a portrait's benefi-
centt powers wil l only work for those who behave morally and work 
hard,, as the king desires.23 

Thee need to be as close to the king as possible stems from 
thee feeling that in this way a more direct appeal can be made upon 
thee king and his barami for support in individual matters. A portrait 
openss up, or increases, the possibility for the worshipper to establish 

AA similar observation is made by Spiro with regard to the support of deva in 
Burma:: ) these gods can and do assist when they are asked to do so - again, 
however,, only on the condition that the petitioner is a pious Buddhist. They will 
nott assist immoral persons' (1982:153). 
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aa direct contact with the king. The equestrian statue is but one por-
traitt through which such a contact can be established, although it is 
ann extraordinary portrait, 'shared' by the worshippers at the square. 
Itt is irrelevant that the motivation for approaching the king is purely 
individuall  and, in fact, the reasons vary greatly. I have met a good 
rangee of petitioners at the statue seeking help: students calling upon 
thee king for help in passing their examinations, shop owners striv-
ingg to increase their sales, employees needing his help to get promo-
tion,, and people seeking relief for a particular grief or some general 
distress.. Of course these worshippers have their own, personal King 
Chulalongkornn portraits. The lion's share of the King Chulalong-
kornn portraits belong to individuals and are kept in the private 
sphere,, in shops and offices. The next passage demonstrates that 
thiss phenomenon predates the weekly worshipping of King Chu-
lalongkornn at the equestrian statue: 

Onee more method of paying homage to deceased kings in 
Siamm remains to be mentioned: the setting of a photograph 
orr lithograph of the particular king on a table, before which 
aree made the usual offering of lighted candles, flowers, and 
incense.. This is now a very popular custom, both in gov-
ernmentt institutions and private houses, since every Siamese 
homee possesses at least a cheap lithograph and can thus 
showw its loyalty in this easy and practical manner. But it is 
off  course quite a new custom, since the making of royal por-
traitss only came into fashion after the middle of the last cen-
tury,, after the belief that this was harmful to the person 
representedd had been officially discountenanced. Indeed, the 
suppositionn that some part of the royal 'soul' (if one may be 
permittedd to use this loose term) might possibly inhabit the 
portrait,, would be an added stimulus to paying homage be-
foree it. It is also a modern means of expressing what remains 
off  the worship of the living King [King Rama VII , r.1925-
1932],, for whenever it is desired to honour him, especially 
onn the occasions of a royal procession, portraits of the King 
sett up on tables may be seen at almost every Siamese door-
wayy along the route (Wales 1992 [1931]:173). 

Wales,, when speaking of 'deceased kings' must be referring to por-
traitss of King Chulalongkorn and King Vajiravudh, since the mass-
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productionn of portraits only started during the reign of King Chu-
lalongkornn (see also below). Apparently, then, 'contact with the di-
vinee without a need for intermediaries' was an aspect of the 
worshippingg of kings already early in the twentieth century. 

PortraitsPortraits out of the ordinary 

Inn conversations I had with devotees the significance of personally 
ownedd portraits in their relationship with the king was an ever pre-
sentt topic. This section wil l present four cases to illustrate the im-
portancee of this linkage. Although the interpretation and moulding 
off  one's relationship with the king is, to a certain extent, highly per-
sonal,, these relationships are also characterised by recurring themes. 
II  distinguish three such themes. The first theme is that of a person 
whoo originally had no interest or belief in King Chulalongkorn and 
hiss powers, until the king unexpectedly manifested himself. The 
secondd theme is one in which certain experiences involving the king 
orr his image occurred during an especially emotional incident or 
episodee (whether positive or negative) in the person's life. The third 
themee involves the role of a material token with the king's image as 
prooff  or reconfirmation of the special relation the new devotee has 
withh King Chulalongkorn. I will start my presentation with the ex-
periencess of restaurant owner Nui. 

NuiNui  's smiling portrait 
Nuii  never had any special thoughts of King Chulalongkorn until the 
dayy he bought his current restaurant in 1989. At the time, Nui was 
thirty-threee years old. The former owner left a portrait of the king in 
thee restaurant. It was King Chulalongkorn in red uniform, with a 
smalll  clock mounted in the right upper corner of the portrait. On his 
firstt day as the restaurant's new owner, Nui happened to look at the 
portraitt and to his surprise the king seemed to smile at him. That 
nightt Nui dreamed about King Chulalongkorn and the king not only 
smiledd again, but also gently tapped Nui's head with his hand. This 
experiencee substantially changed Nui's attitude towards the king. 
Hee hung a copy of a famous photograph of 'the king cooking a 
meal'' (see figure 12) next to the old portrait which at the time of my 
visitt had faded into a palish blue, while the clock was broken. An 
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altarr with monk statuettes, also left in the restaurant, was trans-
formedd into a King Chulalongkorn altar (the monk statuettes were 
movedd to the restaurant office). At the time of my interview with 
Nuii  three portraits, a statuette, and a large plaster copy of a King 
Chulalongkornn coin filled the altar. 'That is how things go,' Nui 
toldd me, 'once you have one portrait, automatically you wil l get 
more.'' When friends learned about Nui's faith in King Chulalong-
kornn they began giving him portraits and other objects bearing the 
king'ss image, in particular as birthday gifts (khong khwan). 

Too Nui it is no coincidence that King Chulalongkorn smiled 
att him when he had bought the restaurant. As he explained to me: 
'thee king's barami supports traders and other people in business in 
particular,, since the king actually was a trader (pho kha) himself. 
Duringg his reign King Chulalongkorn established many business 
relationshipss with foreign countries. The king enjoyed (chop) trad-
ing.' ' 

Givenn his new found faith, Nui wanted to own a King Chu-
lalongkornn coin (riari).  According to Nui such coins are particularly 
renownedd for their protective powers during travelling. Although 
Nuii  anxiously wanted such a coin, he could not afford to buy one as 
theyy are scarce and expensive. 

Onee day a man, an amulet vendor, came to his restaurant. 
Thee man offered him a one-baht coin for 1,500 baht. Nui found that 
tooo expensive and did a counter offer of 500 baht. The vendor re-
jectedd the offer and left the restaurant. Nui turned to King Chu-
lalongkornn for help and fifteen days later the vendor returned. He 
hadd changed his mind and sold the coin for 500 baht! Some years 
later,, the vendor returned to ask Nui if he could buy the coin back 
andd offered 40.000 baht, but Nui would not sell the coin. 

AA miraculous escape from a car accident further confirmed 
Nui'ss belief in the protective powers of King Chulalongkorn coins. 
Hee always carries the one-baht coin with him but he has another 
coinn permanently attached to one of the sun shades of his car. This 
coinn is generally known as the 'coin with the three-headed ele-
phant.'' Nui bought it while in a hill-tribe village not far from 
Chiangg Mai city. In contrast to the implicit importance attributed to 
thee genuineness of the one-baht coin, Nui said about this coin: 'it 
doess not matter whether the coin is a real old coin or a recent copy. 
Thee only thing that matters is that it bears the image of the king.' In 
thee course of a near-accident Nui had in his car he believes King 
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Chulalongkoraa saved his lif e three times. The first saving occurred 
when,, while driving hundred-twenty kilometres per hour, he did not 
crashh into an accident that just happened in front of him. Instead, by 
turningg sharply, he managed to avoid the accident. To his surprise 
hee then found himself headed directly towards a nearby river. Just 
beforee the car would have driven into the water, Nui regained con-
troll  of his car and, making another sharp turn, was saved again. But 
then,, just as he reentered the highway, a car driving in his lane and 
inn the wrong direction suddenly appeared in front of him. 'It is 
reallyy amazing' Nui said, 'that I also escaped from a frontal colli-
sionn with this car. The king had saved my lif e again.' 

SombunSombun 's turning fate 
Sombun'ss first remarks upon hearing about my topic of research 
were,, 'those who worship King Chulalongkorn feel desperate,' and 
'worshippingg King Chulalongkorn is a psychological thing.' This 
madee me think that he was not an active King Chulalongkorn wor-
shipperr himself. To my surprise, however, Sombun (an architect 
andd contractor) turned out to be a strong believer in the powers of 
Kingg Chulalongkorn. This was not always the case, though. 

Inn January 1991 a vendor of King Chulalongkorn statuettes 
camee to Sombun's office. First, Sombun had no intention of buying 
one.. But then the vendor said: 'Just buy one. For you, I wil l make 
thee price very low.' So Sombun bought a plaster statuette replica of 
thee equestrian statue. Later he asked friends which would be the 
rightt place to put the statuette, how to make an altar and what offer-
ingss to make. Two weeks later he sold a parcel of land he had been 
tryingg to sell for a very long time. This was during a time when 
Thailandd was experiencing a real estate boom, but he had been un-
ablee to find a buyer. Sombun: 'Thus without working I earned 
100.0000 baht. I immediately bought a bottle of Hennessy to present 
itt as an offer to the king.' In a later conversation it turned out that 
Sombunn and his wife had started as architects and contractors one 
yearr earlier and their business was doing very bad at the time Som-
bunn bought the statuette. Sombun: 'it was after I started to worship 
Kingg Chulalongkorn that we always had enough orders.' When 
askedd about his earlier remark that 'King Chulalongkorn is for the 
desperate,'' Sombun said that he does not consider himself to be 
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desperate,, althoug he did not feel well at the time he bought the 
statuette. . 

Num'sNum's new job 
Num,, a woman in her early thirties, works as an official at the Land 
andd Water Management Department at Mae Rim, a small town in 
thee province of Chiang Mai. Num owns a twenty-four carat golden 
medallionn (lokhet) with the image of King Chulalongkorn. She was 
eagerr to tell me how she became the owner. 

Afterr finishing her study in water management Num started 
too work for a private company. Her parents regretted this, as they 
hadd hoped she would become a government official. In Thailand, to 
becomee a government official, one has to take an examination. The 
examinationn results are valid for two years only and it is during that 
periodd that a job in government service must be located. Otherwise, 
thee examination must be taken and passed again. Encouraged by her 
parentss Mrs. Num took the examination, but she could not find a 
governmentt job and had to stay with the company. Approximately 
twoo months before the exam's expiration date, she had a disagree-
mentt at her work (Num did not want to tell me about the problem). 
Noww she wanted to leave more than ever and began urgently to look 
forr a job as a government official, but again without success. Seek-
ingg help with this problem her father consulted, without her knowl-
edge,, a spirit medium (khon song chad). Without ever having met 
Num,, the spirit medium had told her father many things about her 
whichh were true, especially that she was a woman with many 'male 
characteristics.'' Num had never thought about visiting a spirit me-
dium,, but after hearing this she felt that she could trust the medium 
andd joined her father for another visit. The medium told her that in 
herr last life she had been a soldier of King Chulalongkorn. As a sol-
dierr she had killed many people and the accumulated sin (bap) re-
sultedd in her rebirth as a woman. But much of the soldier of the 
formerr life had remained in her and in her heart she was a naklaeng 
(macho).. The medium told her that if she wanted a job as a govern-
mentt official she must pray to King Chulalongkorn as she had been 
hiss soldier.24 

244 After this session Num nor her parents ever visited a medium again. 
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Afterr the session Num turned to the king on a daily basis. 
Shee prayed: 'If I really have been your soldier, than please help me 
now// When only one week remained until her examination expired, 
shee received a message that there was a position for her at the Land 
andd Water Management Department. 

Becausee the king had fulfilled her wish, she felt she wanted 
too have something of him. She wanted it to be something special. 
Portraitss and statuettes of King Chulalongkorn were plentiful, but 
thesee all seemed very ordinary to her, so she did not buy one. In her 
neww position Num made a friend who had a beautiful golden King 
Chulalongkornn medallion. When with her new friend, Num never 
daredd to tell her how much she admired the medallion. Num found 
thee medallion special for two reasons: it was made in a famous tem-
plee and the king was not, as on most medallions, portrayed in pro-
file,, but full face. 

Onee day Num noticed her friend was wearing a different 
Kingg Chulalongkorn medallion and she asked about this change. 
Thee friend said that it was very clear to her that is was Num who 
shouldd be wearing the golden medallion and she wanted to sell it to 
her.. Num could not believe her ears, but a question remained: how 
muchh would her friend ask for the medallion? Num dared not to ask 
thee price since she thought that it would cost at least 7,000 baht, an 
amountt she could not afford. She asked the king to see that the price 
wouldd not be beyond her reach and to her great surprise her friend 
onlyy asked only 1,000 baht. 

Noww Num has the desired portrait and she does not feel a 
needd for additional portraits. This medallion is all she wants. At 
homee she has no portraits and no altar: she believes (napthu) with 
herr heart. She does cross-stitched, sepia-hued portraits of the king 
andd one small one takes her two or three months to complete. She 
doess not keep these portraits herself, but makes them as gifts for 
friends. . 

RenuRenu 's direct encounter 
Onn a Sunday morning many years ago Renu, now retired but at that 
timee a secretary at the main office of Shell Oil in Bangkok, visited 
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thee weekend market at Sanam Luang. It was a windy day. While 
shee walked down the street along Wat Mahatat (a famous temple), a 
crumpledd piece of paper  passed her  by, blown by the wind. It 
dancedd just in front  of her  feet, behind her  feet and in front of her 
feett  again. Every time she walked on to pass it, it seemed to pursue 
herr  even faster. Finally, she stopped to pick it up and to see what 
wass on the paper. It turned out to be a portrai t of King Chulalong-
korn,, dressed in purple clothes. Although she never  had any specific 
feelingss or  ideas one way or  the other  with regard to the king, Renu 
decidedd to keep the portrait . She ironed the paper  portrait , bought a 
fiftyfifty  baht frame, and took it to the restaurant owned by her  family. 

Onn the very same day they hung the portrait , a robber  en-
teredd the restaurant. Her  brother, a soldier, was standing next to the 
cashh girl . The robber  pointed his gun at her  brother  and told the girl 
too hand over  all the money. But suddenly, without any apparent rea-
son,, the man dropped his gun and ran off. A few streets further  he 
wass caught and arrested by the police. 

Renuu later  heard this story from her  brother. While he was 
beingg held at gun point, he could see the portrai t of King Chu-
lalongkorn.. He prayed to the king: 'I f I  have to die, please let it hap-
penn in war  while defending my country, but not this way.'  The king, 
then,, raised his hand from the portrai t and with an enormous power 
knockedd the gun out of the robber's hand. The cook standing nearby 
hadd seen the king's hand, too. 

Thiss event made it very clear  to Renu that it was no coinci-
dencee that she had come across that particular  piece of paper. The 
kingg had come to her  through that portrai t to save her  brother. She 
hadd experienced, as she calls it, a direct encounter  (prasop kan-
trong)trong) with the king. Of course, now the portrai t is no longer  housed 
inn a fift y baht frame. Immediately after  the incident it was re-framed 
inn a beautiful gilded wooden frame. 

Fromm the narratives of these experiences it becomes clear  how each 
off  the three recurrin g themes contributes to the narrativ e truth in its 
ownn way. The initia l lack of interest in King Chulalongkorn (the 
firstfirst  theme) makes the associated events more notable and high-
lightss that the involvement with King Chulalongkorn is not a fancy. 

Ass the Weekend Market is no longer held on Sanam Luang since the 1980s, 
thiss story probably is situated in the late 1970s. 
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Simultaneouslyy the initiative for the relationship is placed as com-
ingg from the king, implying that the resulting relationship is genu-
inelyy mutual. A crisis situation (second theme) makes the king's 
interventionn plausible and helps to demonstrate the beneficent effect 
off  his involvement. The particular King Chulalongkorn portraits 
figuringg in the stories (third theme) not only serve to illustrate and 
confirmm the particular relationships between the narrators and the 
king,, but also provide tangible evidence of each story's truth, and 
hencee provide an indispensable element in the narrative. The stories 
showw how also mass-produced portraits of the king can become ob-
jectss with a great personal value, a process that wil l be examined in 
detaill  in the next section of this chapter. At the same time we see 
howw the King Chulalongkorn myth provides a 'reservoir of mean-
ings'' (Connerton 1989:56) from which one may draw to 
(re)interprett and (re)tell one's personal history in terms of a gener-
allyy accepted frame. The personal stories 'borrow' narrative truth 
fromm the general myth. For instance, both Num and Renu's brother 
rightfullyy escape misery and danger because they place their lif e in 
thee context of defending Thailand's independence as a soldier, now 
orr in the past. Sombun's story shows us how the entry in the world 
off  Thainess - in his case mainly by conducting appropriately - is 
instantlyy rewarded. Nui's story reworks King Chulalongkorn's in-
ternationall  activities into trading, thereby giving his own business a 
placee in the moral order of Thainess. As a second track, his story 
followss that of the movie star Bin Banlerut, whose experiences have 
becomee part of the general body of King Chulalongkorn stories. Fi-
nally,, on the level of understanding the social imaginary, such indi-
viduall  elaborations can be seen as added details, enhancing the 
narrativee truth of the King Chulalongkorn myth. Such stories there-
foree are vital elements in the spread of the cult. 

TheThe aura of portraits 

Whatt kind of appeal do King Chulalongkorn portraits have that 
suchh images get a part in emotional episodes of the life of individu-
als?? What is the meaning of King Chulalongkorn images for these 
people?? Before entering into details of the specific meanings King 
Chulalongkornn portraits may carry, I first wil l make a more general 
digressionn on the particular qualities of portraits. 
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Thee relationship that a worshipper  of King Chulalongkora 
mightt  experience through a portrai t of the king only exists for  the 
worshipper.. But what in the portrai t makes such a relation possible? 
Too grasp why the King Chulalongkora cult to a large extent is a cult 
off  portrait s it is necessary to pay attention to the complex relation-
shipss between the person portrayed, the portrai t and its beholder. 
Heree it is helpful to elaborate on Benjamin's concept of 'aura' as 
introducedd in his essay 'The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical 
Reproduction''  (1977 [1936]). 

Accordingg to Benjamin, the 'work of art'  has its fundamen-
talss in rituals as a magical instrument. In the ritual  setting it is the 
'cultt  value' that gives such objects their  aura. Cult objects are the 
immediatee manifestation of the powers they represent and which 
themselvess remain unapproachable: through the object powers that 
essentiallyy never  can be met directly are nevertheless immediately 
there. . 

Thee essentially far-away is the inaccessible. Indeed, inacces-
sibilit yy is a principal quality of the cult image. According to 
itss nature it remains 'far  away, how near  it may be.'  The 
nearnesss one may derive from its material substantiality 
takess nothing away from the far  away, which it retains while 
beingg its manifestation' (ibid.: 17, nt. 7, italics in original; 
translationn IS). 

Althoughh Benjamin's main concern is the decline of this aura of art 
inn modern mass culture, he makes a valuable remark on the nature 
off  photographic portraiture , which in fact is valid for  portrait s in 
general,, including (mass)reproductions. In the midst of empty im-
ages,, Benjamin claims, portrait s retain a degree of aura because 
theyy refer  to beloved persons deceased or  far  away (Benjamin 
1977:21).. Similar  to the function of a cult object, a portrai t makes 
thee person depicted present while remaining far  away in space or 
time. . 

266 'Das wesentlich Feme is das Unnahbare. In der Tat ist Unnahbarkeit eine 
Hauptqualitatt des Kultbildes. Es bleibt seiner Natur nach "Feme so nan es sein 
mag".. Die Nahe, die man seiner Materie abzugewinnen vermag, tut der Feme 
nichtt Abbruch, die es nach seiner Erscheinung bewahrt.' 
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Inn the cult of the rememberance of the beloved far away or 
deceasedd the cult value of the image has its last refuge' 
(ibid.:21;; translation IS).27 

Thus,, according to Benjamin, portraits can have a personal cult 
valuee in a 'cult of rememberance.' Hence, this cult value only exists 
forr those who know the person portrayed and are emotionally in-
volvedd with the depicted, and gives the portrait an aura for them 
only.. The question then arises how the personal cult value of (mass 
produced)) portraits - only a weak trace of the cult value of the au-
thenticc cult object - in King Chulalongkorn portraits could become 
powerfull  enough to make them true cult objects again. For an in-
sightt in the cult value of King Chulalongkorn portraits, and the aura 
thiss cult value lends to any of his portraits, we have to return to the 
investigationn made in Chapter I. The narrated portraits reveal how 
Thaii  people know their king and the kind of emotions involved. Pic-
toriall  portraits help people to reconfirm and personalise such 
knowledgee and emotions. 

II  wil l make the direct link between narrated portraits and 
pictoriall  portraits visible by presenting - inspired by Kopytoff's 
ideaa of 'the cultural biography of things' (1986) - the cultural biog-
raphiess of a number of the king's pictorial portraits. As commodifi-
cationn proves to be a significant element in these biographies, I wil l 
alsoo address the apparent paradox of how King Chulalongkorn por-
traitss can be mass products and sacred objects at the same time. 

UnderstandingUnderstanding portraits 

Pointt of departure in Kopytoff's analysis is exchange as a universal 
humann feature. In all societies things are exchangeable for some-
thingg else with a comparable value. As exchangeables they are 
commodities.. However, he adds, there are no perfect commodities. 
Thingss that at one moment may appear as exchangeable, at another 
momentt or in another situation may become regarded as unique and 
unexchangeable.. In every culture certain things maintain or acquire 
uniqueness.. Kopytoff calls this process, the opposite of the ho-

'lmm Kult der Erinnerung an die fernen oder die abgestorbenen Lieben had der 
Kultwertt des Bildes die letzte Zuflucht' 
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mogenisingg tendency of commodifïcation, 'singularisation.' Re-
versely,, singularised commodities may enter a process of re-
commodificationn (1986:68-75).28 In Kopytoff s cultural biographies 
off  things these processes play a central role. 

Alsoo with regard to King Chulalongkorn portraits it is possi-
blee to make such biographies, in which they alternately appear as 
commoditiess or as singularised things with unique qualities. How-
ever,, when discussing portraits as things, it is important to note that 
aa portrait in one aspect is distinguished from other things: it always 
referss to the person depicted. Therefore it is first needed to discuss 
thee nature of portraits as such, and to clarify what I mean by the 
'culturall  biography of a portrait.' 

Whenn we look at a portrait we see a thing: it is material and 
tangible.. But we do not only see a thing, we are also looking at the 
imagee of the person portrayed. When we are looking at several por-
traitss of one person, we see several separate things but every time 
wee also see the image of the same, single person. All these portraits 
sharee their relationship with this single 'original': the person de-
picted.. This unity of reference transcends the separate material 
manifestations. . 

Betweenn a single portrait and its copies a similar, even 
strongerr unity exists: whether we look at the original or its copy, we 
seee exactly the same image of the person depicted in a certain set-
tingg at a certain time. For this reason I suggest not to limit the cul-
turall  biography of a particular portrait to this portrait as a single 
objectt - that is, the portrait as it is embodied in one of its particular, 
concretee material carriers - but to allow it to be applied to the por-
traitt in its multiplicity. Only then the biography will truly be able to 
capturee how the original and its replicas have become cult objects. 
Forr encompassing cultural biographies of portraits of King Chu-
lalongkornn this implies that they should start with the creation of a 
portraitt during the life of the king, to be followed by a process of 
commodificationn through (mass) reproduction of copies of that por-
trait,, and end with the singularisation of these copies by their indi-
viduall  owners. The narrated dimension of such cultural biographies 
comess in immediately. Although the creation of a portrait is an un-

Appadurai,, however, argues that commodification and singularisation are not 
entirelyy exclusive of each other (1996:17). The significance of Kopytoff's argu-
mentt is the insight that 'the commodity is not one kind of thing rather then an-
other,, but one phase in the life of some things' (ibid.). 
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deniablee historical fact ('the portrait was made'), this should be dis-
tinguishedd from what people generally know about a portrait's crea-
tion,, i.e. from the narrative. The case of the equestrian statue is 
illustrativee in this aspect: only when one knows the narrative of its 
creationn - which in its turn is embedded in the wider myth of King 
Chulalongkoraa as the Great Beloved King of Siam - it is possible to 
graspp the emotional significance of this particular portrait. 

II  wil l give a cultural biography of three particular portraits 
off  King Chulalongkora: the 'second coronation portrait' (figure 10), 
thee 'Le Petit Journal portrait' (figure 11), and the portrait of 'the 
kingg cooking a meal' (figure 12). These biographies wil l illustrate 
thee vicissitudes of the portraits in the context of the narratives about 
thee king. 

TheThe second coronation portrait 

Onn November 16, 1873, King Chulalongkorn's second coronation, 
whichh marked the end of the regency period (1868-1873), took 
place.299 During the ceremony, several photographs of the king were 
taken.. Especially one photograph, depicting the king seated on the 
thronee in royal attire, enjoys a high popularity at present. It is for 
sale,, often coloured, at the kind of portrait shops described earlier, it 
cann be found in the many photo books on the king, and it might be 
includedd in the mass-produced religious booklets for the laity with a 
compilationn of a variety of religious images with their appropriate 
prayerss (like holy monks, goddesses, particular Buddha statues). In 
short,, this picture of the king is generally known and, as is the case 
withh all the king's portraits, held in high esteem. It is the image of 
thee beloved king at a very young age. But there is also another con-

Thee first coronation took place when the king was only fifteen years old 
(1868),, and a regent was appointed. King Chulalongkorn was the second king of 
thee present dynasty to have a second coronation ceremony. King Rama I had a 
secondd coronation organised in 1785 when he moved from Thonburi to Bangkok, 
makingg the latter the new capital of Siam. King Vajiravudh, King Rama VI, had a 
second,, grand coronation one year after his - more modest - first coronation in 
19100 (which had to take place as soon as possible after the death of the king, 
leavingg littl e time for preparations (Wales 1992:70). Organising a second corona-
tionn one year later gave King Vajiravudh the opportunity to invite representatives 
off  foreign royal houses and important government leaders (Vella 1978:14). 
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notationn to it: that of the phra sayam thewathirat, the divinit y (deva, 
thep,thep, thewada) protecting Thailand and its inhabitants. 

Duringg his reign King Mongkut had a small (twenty cm 
high)) golden image cast of the phra sayam thewathirat. The king 
hadd the statuette cast in a period that Siam experienced great diffi -
culties,, namely the increasing pressures on Siam from the West and 
thee threat of being colonised. The image is one of the most sacred 
statuettess of the kingdom. The phra sayam thewathirat is dressed in 
royall  attir e and carries a short sword. Thus, although the phra 
sayamsayam thewathirat is standing and King Chulalongkorn is seated, 
thee coronation portrai t shares many significant details with the im-
agee of the deity. In the booklets with a variety of religious images a 
photoo of the phra sayam thewathirat statue is rarely absent, and pic-
turess (in profil e or  en face) are available at most portrai t shops. The 
phraphra sayam thewathirat belongs to the steady 'repertoire' of well-
knownn sacred images, and a picture of it is present at many altars. 

Inn popular  imagination a fusion process between the figure 
off  King Chulalongkorn and the phra sayam thewathirat is taking 
place.. According to this line of thought the king has become the 
phraphra sayam thewathirat after  he died. The idea of deceased kings 
stilll  protecting the kingdom is an ancient notion, and so is the idea 
off  a protective deity. King Uthong (r. 1351-1369), the founder  of 
Ayutthaya,, was worshipped by the later  Ayutthaya kings as the 
forefatherr  and the guardian spirit of the kingdom (Charnvit 
1976:53).. King Uthong in his turn, worshipped a legendary Bud-
dhistt  king named Phraya Kraek as forefather  and guardian spirit.30 

Too both King Uthong and Phraya Kraek, the later  kings paid hom-
agee at an image representing the respective kings (ibid.:53, 71). 

Alsoo the fusion between a deceased King and the phra 
sayamsayam thewathirat is not a phenomenon exclusively related to the 
presentt  time. After  his father  died, King Chulalongkorn had an im-
agee cast, similar  to the phra sayam thewathirat in size, costume and 
pose.. There was only one important difference: the face resembled 
thatt  of King Mongkut. Thus the divinit y and King Mongkut were 
representedd by one and the same statue, thereby expressing a fusion 

300 Certain Siamese chronicles, among which the 'List of Kings' (dated 1767), 
givee a dynastic history from the death of the Buddha, via the great Indian Bud-
dhistt king, King Asoka to a king of Angkor and - a legendary - Phraya Kraek. In 
thiss way the history of King Uthong and Siam becomes part of the history of 
Buddhismm (Charnvit 1976:4,71). 
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betweenn worship of the divine and ancestor worship (Apinan 
1992bl:352).31 1 

Thee fusion of the phra sayam thewathirat and King Chu-
lalongkornn is not limited to the coronation portrait only. Far more, it 
stemss from rather general and diffuse ideas about the ever-lasting 
protectivee powers of the king. But it is precisely the physical re-
semblancee of the two images that may serve as a condensation point 
wheree the whole imagination takes shape. The following case shows 
uss the course of such a process, and demonstrates how such imagi-
nationss help individuals to singularise certain images and objects. 

TheThe abbot's golden vision 
Onee night, in 1992, the abbot of a temple named Wat Doi Chang 
hadd a magnificent vision: he saw King Chulalongkorn in golden at-
tire,, with a golden crown, seated on a golden throne.32 A voice -
thatt of the king himself - told the abbot that he had to create a 
statue,, identical to the scene of the vision. After the vision the abbot 
startedd to look in photo books on the lif e of King Chulalongkorn 'to 
seee what he had seen.' It turned out to be the king during his 'sec-
ondd coronation' as depicted on the photograph. 

Thee temple was poor, thus to allow for the creation of the 
statuee money had to be collected from donations made by people 
visitingg the temple. Wat Doi Chang was a very quiet temple at the 
outskirtss of the city of Chiang Mai. It served primarily as a local 

Onee might wonder to what extent this belief might have been fostered by the 
seriess of phra sayam thewathirat coins which were regularly issued between 
1890/18911 (R 109) and 1906/1907 (R 124). These coins bear the king's effigy on 
onee side and a depiction of the phra sayam thewathirat graciously seated on the 
threee symbols, taken from King Chulalongkorn's seal, with Erawan, the three-
headedd elephant representing Siam's 'three regions' (north, centre, south) and the 
symbolss representing the dependencies Laos and Malay. The phra sayam the-
wathiratwathirat coins are in size and design almost identical to the contemporary British 
penny.. The posture of the phra sayam thewathirat resembles that of Britannia. A 
seatedd Britannia 'carrying with her associations of national strength, empire and 
well-being'' has been a constant motif on British coinage during the eighteenth 
andd nineteenth centuries (Van Wie 1999:61). Anyhow, a real fusion of King Chu-
lalongkornn and the deity is a recent phenomenon. 
322 Unless otherwise indicated this section is based on the information I collected 
duringg my visits to the temple and the conversations I had with the abbot. 
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templee for  the nearby villages, rather  than attracting (more well-to-
do)) people from the city. 

But,, as the abbot told me, after  the vision King Chulalong-
kornn remained with the abbot. It was through him that the king still 
couldd help his subjects in this world. In this * relationship' the abbot 
functionss as the servant of the king. The king told the abbot to start 
aa charity project: a relief centre and school for  orphan boys from 
hil ll  trib e villages. These boys' hardship is twofold: they are orphans 
andd 'backward hill trib e people' at the same time. The king's 
spirit' ss concern with their  well-being well fits the image of the king 
ass extending compassion to all his subjects, regardless their  back-
groundd or  ethnic identity. 

Thee combination of both projects (the intended statue and 
thee orphanage) made people come to the temple, but in addition 
peoplee were attracted because it became known that through the ab-
bott  King Chulalongkorn often spoke in person. Withi n a year  the 
templee had raised sufficient funds to have the statue made. During 
thee period of research, five to six years after  the abbot had the vi-
sion,, worshippers from all over  the country (especially many from 
Bangkok)) came to Wat Doi Chang regularly. They came to consult 
thee abbot and to support the temple and the orphanage with large 
donationss in cash or  in kind. 

Thee abbot wanted the statue to become very special and he 
certainlyy has succeeded in his objective. He had a large (approxi-
matelyy life-size) gilded statue made, which is seated on a red-gold 
paintedd throne more than one meter  above the floor. Consequently, 
thee king towers above anything else in his vicinity , which adds to 
thee already impressive appearance of the statue (see figure 13). But 
thee secret of the uniqueness of the statue is revealed at the back. 
Theree the craftsman has left a piece undressed, and do we find the 
prooff  of its unique qualities. Namely, the statue is made out of a 
solidd trunk of teak. This 'fact'  demonstrates the unequalled crafts-
manshipp of Northern Thai woodcarving. Contrary to what one cer-
tainlyy might think at first  sight, this is not a cast image. Besides its 
beauty,, its impressive appearance and its exact resemblance to the 
originall  picture, it is of utmost importance to the abbot that nowhere 
elsee in Thailand such a statute ever  existed before.33 

II  myself, as an 'expert' on King Chulalongkorn images served as an ideal 
framee of reference for the abbot to ascertain himself of this last point: I never had 
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Thee statue is placed in a wihan, usually the temple building 
withh the main Buddha statue(s), which was built especially for the 
purpose.. This does not mean that the wihan does not house any 
otherr images, on the contrary. On a ledge, next to the statue, stands 
aa rather large framed photo of the phra sayam thewathirat. Accord-
ingg to the abbot, the king and the divine being are the same, but he 
doess not give much further substantiation to this interpretation, ex-
ceptt that the phra sayam thewathiratfKmg Chulalongkorn wil l al-
wayss protect the Thai nation (pokkhrong banmuang). This theme, 
thee protection of the Thai Nation, or more precisely, the mainte-
nancee of its independence, is what it is all about for the abbot. 

Hiss pursuit of royal protection embedded in nationalism also 
ledd the abbot to have two other kingly statues made: a more than 
life-sizee wooden statue of King Naresuan (r. 1590-1605) and one of 
Kingg Taksin (r. 1767-1781), which are situated at the left and the 
rightt of the King Chulalongkorn statue. With their huge size, their 
swordd and their fierce expression these are awe-inspiring images. 
Ass these statues are not gilded, the wood and their craftsmanship 
qualitiess are in full view. Nevertheless, the statues are not as im-
pressivee as the Chulalongkorn image. With King Naresuan and 
Kingg Taksin the abbot has a similar relationship as with King Chu-
lalongkorn:: all the three kings influence the abbot's doings, and all 
mightt speak through the abbot's mouth. 

Accordingg to the abbot, these three kings are more important 
thann other kings of Thai history because they all have saved the na-
tion'ss independence: King Naresuan defeated the Burmese invaders 
inn 159334, and so did King Taksin in 1767.35 Both kings were real 

seenn such a statue except this one indeed. As a sign of its success, however, two 
identicall  statues have been made later. The temple had one more made, to present 
too Vimanmek Palace in Bangkok (one of the king's palaces and nowadays a mu-
seum,, see Chapter I), and a regular visitor of the temple asked another wood-
carverr to make him an exact copy of the statue. This shows how everything with 
powerr asks to be copied. 

Itt is believed that the final battle, which took the form of a duel on elephants 
betweenn King Naresuan and the Burmese Crown Prince, took place on January 
25,, 1593, in the province of Suphanburi. As a commemoration of his victory, 
Kingg Naresuan erected a stupa (chedi) on the spot where he defeated the Burmese 
Prince.. Much later, Prince Damrong started a search for the remains of the stupa. 
Hee finally identified ruins discovered in 1913 as King Naresuan's stupa. During 
thee reign of the present monarch - King Bhumibol - the stupa was restored and a 
hugee monument, depicting the fighting Naresuan on elephant back, was erected. 
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warriors .. King Chulalongkorn saved Thailand from becoming a 
colony.. In the words of the abbot: 'Hi s weapon was not the sword. 
Hiss policy was his weapon (nayobai pen awut): the country could 
remainn independent because of the enormous brightness (chalat 
mak)mak) of King Chulalongkorn.'  Together  these kings have built and 
savedd the Thai nation. 

Heree the strong nationalist sentiment that goes with the royal 
imagess becomes clear. The three kings were chosen for  their  suc-
cessfull  defence of the Thai nation. King Chulalongkorn as well as 
thee phra sayam thewathirat, let alone their  fusion, represents the 
enduringg fostering and protective powers the nation can rely on. 
Thee abbot's recounts and his doings demonstrate the importance of 
royall  hagiography in giving meaning and legitimacy to the genesis 
off  the Thai nation, and the vitalit y of the meaning of Thainess as 
'independence.''  However, this does not sufficiently explain yet why 
people,, like the abbot, need such statues or  portrait s and identify so 
stronglyy with this ideological construct of Thainess. In the follow-
ingg section we wil l see how possessing and displaying portrait s 
givess evidence of the owners' involvement with the king and the 
conceptuall  universe of Thainess he represents. 

TiedTied through history 
Popularr  interpretations of rebirth , karma, and lasting connectedness 
enablee many dedicated worshippers to establish a personal relation-
shipp with their  Kings. It is believed that karma brings and ties peo-
plee together  in their  past, present and futur e existences. Many of the 
peoplee who feel that they have a personal relationship with the king 
toldd me that these contacts result from a relation with the king dur-

Onn January 25, 1959, King Bhumibol officially inaugurated the monument and 
sincee that day January 25 is commemorated as 'Army Day' or as 'King Naresuan 
Day'' (cf. Chula 1959:50; Vella 1978:207). An artist on the Night Bazaar in 
Chiangg Mai, specialised among other skills in 'paintings on glass' of the monu-
ment,, told me that the monument means 'victory' and that particularly among 
governmentt officials it is popular to present each other miniatures or paintings of 
thee monument (or of the duel) at important occasions. 
355 In 1767 the Burmese totally destroyed Ayutthaya, the capital of Siam. General 
Takk (the later King Taksin) managed to regroup an army and to drive the Bur-
mesee out only nine months later. He founded a new capital, named Thonburi, lo-
catedd opposite the present capital Bangkok, on the other bank of the Chao Phraya 
river. river. 
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ingg a former life. Often one believes to have been related to the king 
ass one of his soldiers, daughters, wives or (rarely) sisters. I never 
mett anyone who related him- or herself to King Chulalongkorn as 
havingg been one of his brothers or sons. Such would more explicitly 
claimm royal lineage, and therefore easily come close to a form of 
lesee majesty, particularly when it concerns one of the more famous 
princes.. However, claiming to be the reincarnation of one of the 
king'ss wives - of which many had a more modest background, 
givenn the king's policy to marry girls from all over the country (see 
Chapterr I) - or one of the king's forgotten half-sisters born from a 
lesserr wife of King Mongkut, is much less problematic. To explain 
thee abbot's involvement with the spirit of the king, quite a few peo-
plee told me that he had been a monk at a temple which the king 
usedd to visit. Such a direct link with the king enables an individual 
too give his personal lif e history a place within the history of the na-
tion.. At the same time one knows oneself to be someone special, 
caredd for or guided by no one less than a king. A good example of 
howw such knowledge can offer consolation or moral support is the 
casee of Num (see above), who was told that she had been a soldier 
off  King Chulalongkorn in a past existence, and therefore could 
reckonn on the king's support now. 

Thee cultural biography of the second coronation portrait 
showss us that the abbot singularised this very popular, mass pro-
ducedd portrait of the king by following two paths. The first way to 
singularisee the portrait was the vision. The creation of the statue 
wass not just an idea of the abbot, but resulted from a special con-
nectionn between the abbot and the king. The king's appearance in 
thee vision is the evidence of that relationship, and the statue is the 
materiall  confirmation of both the vision and the relationship. Sec-
ondly,, the abbot wanted his replica to be a unique statute. He attrib-
utedd great importance to exact resemblance with the original 
picture,, and by the addition of some unique qualities the image was 
upgradedd to an authentic 'work of art' (though not authentic in the 
sensee of a contemporary portrait). The singularisation of the second 
coronationn portrait in these two ways substantially contributed to 
thee abbot's policy to attract a wider and wealthier public to his tem-
plee by incorporating the King Chulalongkorn cult into his spiritual 
services.. The abbot himself has changed from being just an average 
abbott of a quiet village temple into the widely respected leader of a 
cultt centre. 
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Withinn the whole that constitutes Wat Doi Chang as a cult 
centre,, and the abbot as its leader, there is an endless variety of in-
dividuall  interpretations, imaginations, and ways of involvement, 
mostt of which wil l have escaped my attention. In the section below, 
II  wil l elaborate on one particular dimension of the abbot's perform-
ancee which' import I only learned to see through the eyes of one of 
hiss followers: the features of the abbot's face. 

AA living portrait 
Onee day I visited Jill, a Thai woman in her late thirties. She lived 
nott far from my house and I had been introduced to her some weeks 
beforee by my housekeeper. I liked to go to see Jill every now and 
then,, partly because she was a bit unusual. She made a living by do-
ingg some small-scale real estate business, lived on her own, and of-
tenn had Western lovers (hence her Western nick-name). Knowing 
aboutt my interest in King Chulalongkorn, she asked me that day if I 
everr had been to Wat Doi Chang. On my confirmation she said: 'he 
lookss really similar, and like a real womaniser (chao chu), don't 
youu think so?' I had no idea about whom she was talking. 'The ab-
bot'' said Jill. 'The abbot, a womaniser?' Upon seeing my amaze-
ment,, Jill explained: 'Yes, just like King Chulalongkorn. The abbot 
iss exactly the king. And look at his eyes. Womanisers always have 
thosee wrinkles around their eyes. He is very attractive.' 

Thee next day I rushed to the temple to see for myself. Did 
thee abbot really look like the king?36 When I arrived at the temple, 
thee abbot was in the Prince Chulalongkorn Wihan, receiving people 
whoo had come to consult him and to present offerings to the temple 
ass usual. I stayed for almost two hours, all the time observing the 
abbot,, but I was not convinced. Then, at a certain moment, the ab-
bott turned his head to the left, giving it exactly the same pose as the 
facee of the king on a photograph which was placed behind the ab-
bot,, on the ledge. This photograph was taken during one of the 
king'ss visits to Europe. The king is dressed in Western suit with hat 
andd looks more like an Italian movie star than like a Thai king, and 
theree is certainly nothing in the portrait that reminds of a Buddhist 

Too my interpretation, Jill's depiction of 'the abbot as a womaniser' only refers 
too his looks: the particular wrinkles that he shares with the king. Whether she 
thinkss the abbot is an actual womaniser is irrelevant. 
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abbott (see figures 8 and 14). But that very moment I saw the resem-
blancee and also realised that the photograph was not placed behind 
thee abbot by coincidence. Whether the abbot was in the wihan or in 
thee sala, the photograph was always there, placed behind him. To 
putt this in the proper context, one should know that the temple 
ownedd an enormous number King Chulalongkorn portraits, because 
peoplee continuously presented portraits and statuettes to the abbot. 
Onee day the abbot even complained to me that he did not know 
wheree to keep all these images. As the Prince Chulalongkorn Wihan 
wass already quite full - the huge portraits in wood almost com-
pletelyy occupying the ledge - most other images were displayed in 
thee sala, except for around the abbot's seat. 

Anotherr occasion in which the physical resemblance to this 
particularr portrait - and the abbot's awareness of the fact - was 
oncee more reconfirmed was the 1997 kathin ceremony. After the 
ceremonyy many people consulted the abbot privately, sometimes 
offeringg religious objects, such as a King Chulalongkorn portraits. 
Thee abbot showed no particular interest in any of these objects. But 
att a certain moment a woman presented him a small copy of the 
Italiann portrait in cross-stitch. The abbot, with clear appreciation, 
immediatelyy placed the portrait next to the other one, where it has 
remainedd ever since. 

Accordingg to the abbot, he is able to help people, because it 
iss actually King Chulalongkorn who gives the advice. People hear 
thee abbot speaking, but know that in fact they are listening to the 
king.. In terms of Thai popular religiosity, this does not imply that 
thee abbot is a spirit medium. Regardless that the Sangha law forbids 
monkss to act as a spirit medium, an inherent problem would be that 
monkss can only wear robes, while an important aspect of Thai spirit 
mediumm possession is the changing of dress. The audiences identify 
thee possessing spirit by the way the medium is dressed during the 
ceremony.377 In case a medium is not dressed in accordance with the 
attiree of the particular spirit expected by the audience, the medium 
iss either not possessed, or possessed by a different spirit. Actually, it 
iss partly the same process that makes a monk a monk. The primary 

Accordingg to Masquelier in a fascinating account of the significance of clothing 
inn the Nigerian bori spirit cult ) the spirits' attire is the medium through 
whichh people create, and subsequently relate to, and communicate with, bori dei-
ties'' (1996:68), an observation equally relevant to Thai spirit medium sessions 
(seee further Chapter III) . 
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differentiatingg feature between monk and lay man is the robe. Only 
inn a robe, a man is a monk. By implication, a monk never can act as 
aa spirit medium, because that would imply that he literally has to 
disrobee himself. 

Thee abbot's physical resemblance with the king, supported 
byy the Italian portrait, helped to circumvent the limitations being a 
monkk imposes on representing the spirit world. Because of his par-
ticularr features the abbot himself, as it were, had become a living 
portraitt of the king. The king's presence through this particular mi-
mesiss comes close to that in a spirit medium session, which wil l be 
aa subject of Chapter III . The effect is similar because essentially the 
proceduree to identify abbot and king follows the same visual, aes-
theticc path as the identification process in a spirit medium session. 
Withinn the bounds given, the abbot stretched the possibilities of 
mimickingg to the extreme: his mimicking of the king did not require 
anyy extra action, which made his performance even the stronger. As 
itt were, the king was always there because there was no distinction 
betweenn him and the abbot anymore. 

SacralisedSacralised commodities 

Thee abbot's way to singularise a portrait by having a copy made 
withh unique material qualities is common practice in Thailand. Peo-
plee may invest considerable amounts in hand-crafted portraits of 
Kings.. As almost every portrait of King Chulalongkorn is widely 
knownn and widely available, to have them made in an unusual man-
nerr is the obvious way to make a copy which is a unique object in 
hiss own right. In the words of Tui, a chiselwork artist at the Night 
Bazaarr in Chiang Mai specialising in chiselwork portraits of kings: 
'Everybodyy wil l immediately understand that it is very difficult to 
makee such a portrait. One also wil l see immediately that one is 
lookingg at a portrait of a rare kind. This is because only a few 
craftsmenn are sufficiently gifted to make these portraits. That is why 
peoplee like to possess such a portrait, even if they have to pay a lot 
off  money for it.' 

Thee other portraits in the wihan at Wat Doi Chang are illus-
trativee of this line of thought. The ledge with the photograph of the 
phraphra sayam thewathirat image, mentioned before, is further lined 
withh fifteen huge (approximately one meter tall) portraits of King 
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Chulalongkom,, each carved out of one single block of wood. Al l 
portraitss copy well-known photographs or paintings of the king. 
Theirr size and craftsmanship are the special qualities to distinguish 
themm from the mainstream. The objects are gifts (thawai) of bene-
factorss of the temple. On most portraits the donor had his or her 
namee clearly carved under the image. By offering such an excep-
tionall  - and expensive -portrait, the donor equally distinguishes 
him-- or herself from the mainstream. Amidst the numerous usual 
copiess surrounding them, they reflect the permanent Thai competi-
tionn in obtaining and expressing status. 

Forr those who do not have the financial means to singularise 
aa portrait by having a craft work made, more moderate ways to turn 
somethingg common into something special remain, for instance by 
havingg it sacralised (pluk sek), whether privately by the abbot or in 
aa larger phutthaphisek ceremony, as described above. The fact that 
mostt King Chulalongkom objects are mass-produced commodities 
onn the consumers market takes nothing away from their beneficial 
power.. The temple shop of Wat Doi Chang, for instance, sells, 
amongg other things, small gold-painted plaster copies of the tem-
ple'ss King Chulalongkom statue. The profit is used for the embel-
lishmentt of the temple, and for the maintenance of the orphan 
centre.. People who decide to buy such a statuette can have it sacral-
isedd by the abbot immediately. For those followers who especially 
comee to Wat Doi Chang because of the abbot's connection with 
Kingg Chulalongkom, this implies that they actually can have their 
statuettee sacralised by the powers of the king himself. The sacralisa-
tionn of objects at Wat Doi Chang is not limited to replicas of the 
statuee or King Chulalongkom images: the abbot wil l sacralise po-
tentt objects of any nature and wherever they come from. 

Inn this aspect, King Chulalongkom portraits do not essen-
tiallyy differ from the other easy obtainable potent objects which are 
regularlyy sacralised by monks. I am referring here to objects such as 
amuletss with the image of the Buddha, of holy monks, deities, 
magicall  drawings (takrui), etc. Such objects are considered to con-
tainn magical power (saksit), and are therefore generally indicated as 
singsing saksit (potent objects). A King Chulalongkom object is as 
muchh a sing saksit as any other potent object. Where a takrut is said 
too derive its power from its magical drawing, it is the king's barami 
thatt is believed to give a King Chulalongkom object its power. 
Theree is, however, a modern tinge to King Chulalongkom objects, 
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whichh is absent where it concerns the more traditional potent ob-
jects.. Even stronger, somebody known to wear  a takrut might in 
certainn groups be regarded as superstitious, while wearing a King 
Chulalongkornn medallion more likely wil l be associated with being 
modern,, civilised, and a good Buddhist. These connotations might 
inspiree certain groups or  individuals to acquaint themselves openly 
withh King Chulalongkorn, regardless whether  their  interest in the 
kingg goes with practises or  magical objects generally associated 
withh 'superstition' or  not. The abbot of Wat Doi Chang - and many 
off  his clients - fit  this latter  category of people. As wil l be described 
inn more detail in Chapter  III , the religious practices of the abbot 
consistt  of an amalgam of tradition s and beliefs. Also the questions 
off  how and why people openly demonstrate their  belief in King 
Chulalongkornn by means of the king's image wil l be considered 
moree closely in this same chapter. Here, I wil l return to the main 
objectivee of the present chapter: to demonstrate the close link be-
tweenn narrated portrait s and pictorial portraits. The cultural biogra-
phyy of the next portrai t specifically addresses the significance of 
sentimentss around Thainess in the King Chulalongkorn cult. 

TheThe Le Petit Journal Portrait 

Thee abundance of copies of one particular  portrait , the Le Petit 
JournalJournal portrai t (figure 11), can be considered as a material reflec-
tionn of the present interest in the king's European voyages. During 
thee king's voyages the European press paid a great deal of attention 
too the journey. In 1897 this was the more so since it was the first 
timee a Siamese king visited Europe. On September  19,1897, during 
thee king's visit to France, the newspaper  Le Petit Journal placed a 
full-pagee coloured wood engraving of King Chulalongkorn on the 
frontt  page of its illustrated supplement. Needless to say that in Thai-
landd the original front pages of the Le Petit Journal supplement of 
Septemberr  19, 1897, are worth a fortune now (according to the 
ownerr  of a portrai t shop about US$1,800). A Thai friend told me 
thatt  his mother's family possesses such a front page. Years ago they 
hadd the lucky opportunity to buy it for  only five-hundred baht (US$ 
15).. Circulatin g the engraving among his mother  and her  sisters 
solvess the problem of how to share a unique object. This is a clear 
examplee of the cultural biography of a portrai t as a thing: a page of 
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aa newspaper, clearly a commodity at the time of production, with 
virtuallyy no value shortly after publication,38 re-enters a particular 
commodityy market at the other side of the world almost one century 
later.. Subsequently, it becomes singularised, again de-commodified, 
byy a group of sisters who attribute so much sacral power to it that it 
hass to be shared. Although this biography is already quite informa-
tivee in the sense that it reveals the importance Thai people attach to 
Kingg Chulalongkorn portraits, even from a newspaper, a wider cul-
turall  biography of the picture includes additional layers. 

Thee Le Petit Journal portrait was made after a photograph 
probablyy taken by Robert Lenz, a photographer who started a studio 
inn Bangkok around 1890 and who took many pictures of the king 
andd other members of the royal family. For the (potential) owners of 
aa Le Petit Journal portrait it is irrelevant (and hardly known any-
how)) that the engraving was made after this photograph: for them, 
thiss front page has its own authenticity. A feature in The Bangkok 
PostPost of October 23, 1999, on 'King Chulalongkorn memorabilia' 
andd the 'flood of fakes,' is revealing regarding the importance at-
tributedd to authenticity. The article recounts how the high price of 
'genuinee antique' Le Petit Journal issues has lead swindlers to 
color-photocopyy 'an authentic one' which is 'placed in a frame to 
preventt prospective buyers from touching it, and sold as the real 
thingg for a thousand-odd baht.' Of course, such engravings, at that 
timee even more than photographs, were mass products. The mass-
producedd origin, however, of the original Le Petit Journal issues 
doess not detract anything from its value. The status of authenticity 
iss attributed to the front pages for two reasons: firstly their age and 
rarityy as antiques, and secondly, the fact that they were issued when 
thee king was actually in France himself. 

Thee latter aspect gives the portrait a special place in the field 
off  the nationalist sentiments that are part of the King Chulalongkorn 
cult.. The gloriousness the visit symbolises gives the Le Petit Jour-
nalnal front page its special aura. More than many other portraits, this 
portraitt is a direct, material, testimony of the king's achievements 
duringg his important and difficult mission, so far away from his 

Thatt is to say, apart from the surviving copies in cloth- or leather-bound vol-
umess which decorated the libraries of the Paris bourgeoisie, and nowadays occa-
sionallyy pop up at flee-markets, auctions, or antiquarian booksellers from an 
estate.. These actually form intermediate stages of singularisation and re-
commodification. . 
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country,, as recounted in the narrated portrait of 'King Chulalong-
koraa saved Thailand from becoming a colony.' The depiction of 
theirr king on the full front page of a French newspaper still fulfil s 
manyy people with pride: it is the direct proof of the indelible im-
pressionn the king had made on his hosts (and enemies), eventually 
leadingg to the saving of the nation from colonisation. This specific 
biographyy shows how, far more than from its potential to bring the 
Thaii  beholders closer to their beloved king, the portrait derives its 
auraa particularly from its potential to evoke emotions related to 
Thainesss as glorious independence.39 

Nowadayss the 1897 portrait is a mass product again, no 
longerr as a wood engraving, however, but as an offset print or col-
ourr copy. One can find, for instance, replicas similar in size and 
colourr to an original, miniature replicas as devotional pictures (to be 
carriedd on person), and reprints in books, calendars, or as New-
Year'ss greeting cards. The portrait has even inspired a producer of 
New-Year'ss greeting cards to a composition of images which simul-
taneouslyy constitute a composition of narratives (figure 15). De-
pictedd is another Le Petit Journal front page, this time a view on the 
Grandd Palace in Bangkok from the river. The view is partly hidden 
behindd the hand-written page of a diary or letter, representing the 
king'ss writings home during his trip. Overlaying these two images, 
however,, and occupying a large portion of the card is a photograph 
(orr engraving) of King Chulalongkorn. The portrait is different from 
thee 1897 portrait, but shows so many similarities (the same clothing, 
backgroundd and age) with the Robert Lenz photo 'behind' the 1897 
portrait,, that the photograph most likely must have been taken dur-
ingg the same session. In contrast with the 1897 portrait, the king is 
photographedd in profile, and thus, because of the composition of the 
images,, it is as if the king is directing his gaze to Bangkok, to the 
Grandd Palace. The composition tells that wherever the king is, his 
heartt is at home. In order to make the message come across even 
better,, the designer has added a picture of the reverse of a post card 
sentt by the king from Europe, and a littl e photograph of the king 
withh his subjects in a ceremonial setting at home. The greeting card 
iss completed with a drawing of a red rose, 'the king's favourite 
flower.'' Issuing this composition as a greeting card directly ad-

399 Cf. the portrait of King Chulalongkorn and Tsar Nicolas II (see Chapter I The 
Picture'). . 
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dressess social memory, clearly presupposing that the different nar-
rativess to which the composition refers are widely known. 

HighHigh commodities 

Kingg Chulalongkorn New-Year's greeting cards are a good example 
off  how the king's portraits have become mass-produced commodi-
tiess through the cult, and of the mutual reinforcement of the cult and 
thee mass production of images. Every year early November marks 
thee new season of New-Year's greeting cards. Roughly, these cards 
cann be divided in two categories: 'ordinary' New-Year's greeting 
cards,, that is, cards with secular illustrations such as cartoons or 
flowers,, and cards depicting venerated monks, kings, and other 
memberss of the royal family. Of these 'religious' or 'spiritual' sea-
son'ss greeting cards about 50% are cards with portraits of King 
Chulalongkorn.. Why do people send these cards and to whom? 

Att a department store I meet Kai, a hotel employee in his 
earlyy twenties, selecting a huge King Chulalongkorn card 
formm the tray of season's greeting cards.40 He wil l send it to 
hiss former teacher as a sign of respect, as he does every 
year.. Except for a few ordinary cards to far-away friends, he 
doess not send any other New-Year's greeting card. 

Att the post office I meet Mr Suk, a retired lecturer from 
Chulalongkornn University, about to send four King Chu-
lalongkornn cards to some of his former colleagues and 
friendss from the university. He sends them King Chulalong-
kornn cards every year, because they all have worked at Chu-
lalongkornn University, and also because it is respectful to do 
so.. He does not send King Chulalongkorn cards to anybody 
else. . 

Mrr Charoen, a teacher at a vocational college in Chiang 
Mai,, has a framed King Chulalongkorn card on his desk, 
whichh was once sent to him 'by somebody who respects 

40 0 
Contraryy to the 'secular' cards, which are regularly sized, the 'spiritual' cards 

mayy measure up to A3 format, making them a poster more than a post card. 
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him.''  Since the card was a portrai t of King Chulalongkorn, 
hee has decided to have it framed. Mr . Charoen in his turn 
alsoo sends King Chulalongkorn cards, to his parents and to 
otherr  people he respects or  who are in a higher  position (phu 
yai).yai). Others wil l receive common greeting cards from him. 

Anotherr  example are Sombun (see above) and his wife, both 
off  them architects. Since 1991 they have ordered King Chu-
lalongkornn New-Year's greeting cards to send to their 
friends,friends, relatives and business relations. Every time they se-
lectedd a different portrai t of the king. Next to the usual Thai 
andd English Christmas and New-Year's wishes they had 
theirr  names and that of their  company printed on the inside. 
Sombunn told me (in 1997) that the first  year  they had se-
lectedd 'the portrai t of the king printed in a journal when he 
wass in France.'  According to Sombun, to send as well as to 
receivee King Chulalongkorn cards is auspicious, that is why 
itt  is so important for  him to send these cards. Contrary to 
thiss consideration - the auspicious aspect - Sombun sent me 
aa quite common New-Year's greeting card in Western de-
signn in 1998. He had already warned me in advance: due to 
thee economic crisis they could not afford sending the more 
expensivee King Chulalongkorn cards.41 

Too send a King Chulalongkorn card is thus an accepted way for 
one'ss yearly expression of respect towards teachers, bosses or  par-
ents.. It is a commodity which remains restricted to the 'higher' fac-
etss of social life, thus no common commodity. King Chulalongkorn 
cardss are also perfectly fit to send to any customer, because that is 
alwayss respectful. To send these cards is an auspicious deed, and 
mayy contribute to one's own well-being. For  the same purposes a 
widee range of gift articles bearing the king's portrai t is available. 
Goodd examples are wedding mementoes like key rings, pill boxes, 
miniatur ee portraits, and notebooks. Auspicious occasions require 

411 In 1998 a new type of card with a new kind of New-Year's wish was added to 
thee steady repertoire. These cards depict 100, 500 or 1000 Baht bank notes (or 
combinations),, which actually all bear portraits of King Bhumibol. In Thai as 
welll  as in English the receiver plainly is wished 'a lot of wealth' (kho hai ruai). 
Thee economic crisis reinforced the hope of many that their King wil l lead the 
countryy into a new period of prosperity (see further Chapter V). 
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auspiciouss gifts, and also a small token becomes nevertheless some-
thingg 'high' when bearing the king's portrait. In the next case I wil l 
focuss on the portrait of 'the king cooking a meal' to illustrate both 
howw appropriate certain particular King Chulalongkorn portraits are 
ass a gift for certain auspicious occasions, and how commercial, reli-
gious,, and ideological aspects become blended into 'the cult of 
Kingg Chulalongkorn.' 

TheThe portrait of 'the king cooking a meal' 

Somee King Chulalongkorn portraits have become strongly associ-
atedd with particular professions. I already mentioned the popularity 
off  'The Picture' (King Chulalongkorn and the Tsar, see Chapter I) 
amongg diplomats. In a similar vein one wil l frequently see the por-
traitt of 'the king in Cambridge gown' in offices of university lectur-
ers,422 the portrait of 'the king in naval uniform' in the offices of 
navyy officers or with people whose work is in one way or another 
relatedd to ships (see figure 16).43 The ultimate example of a connec-
tionn made between profession and one specific King Chulalongkorn 
portraitt probably is the picture of 'the king cooking a meal.' This 
photographh was taken by one of the royal consorts (Chao Chom Eb) 
att the veranda of Ruan Thon Palace in Bangkok around 1904/1905 
(seee figure 12). She portrayed King Chulalongkorn stirring in a wok 
andd hence this portrait particularly wil l be found in restaurants. Res-
taurantt owner Nui, for example (see above), bought quite a large 
copyy of the picture for his restaurant. According to Nui the power of 
thee portrait is not only to attract customers, but also to make them 
feell  at ease in the restaurant. However, Nui does not feel that the 
latterr power is limited to this particular portrait. 'In fact', he says, 
'alll  portraits of King Chulalongkorn have this capacity of making 
peoplee feel at ease because the king is attractive and charming 
(sane).' (sane).' 

Onn June 25,1907 the king was rewarded the honorary degree of Doctor of Law 
att Cambridge University. 
433 Among navy officers, Krom Luang Chumphon Khet Udomsak (1880-1923) or 
'Sadett Tia,' one of King Chulalongkorn's thirty-three sons and known as the 
'Fatherr of the Royal Thai Navy,' is a more popular object of worship. As Sadet 
Tiaa was Prince of Chumphon, a Southern province, the prince is also venerated in 
thee South of Thailand in particular (see figure 16). 
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Thee portrai t finds its way to restaurants not only because of 
thee owners' initiatives. Friends, relatives and business relations con-
siderr  the portrai t particularl y apt as a gift to a restaurant owner. Toi 
(thee owner  of a small travel agency) told me her  following experi-
ence: : 

II  bought the portrai t [of the king cooking a meal] to give it 
too my friend at the opening of her  restaurant. I thought that 
wouldd be a much better  present than flowers for  instance. 
Laterr  that day, I went to the first floor  of the restaurant and 
theree I saw another  seven copies of the same portrait , all 
presentss for  the opening. Altogether  my friend got eleven of 
thesee portrait s that day. 

Toii  asked her  friend what she was going to do with the portraits, 
whetherr  she was going to sell some of them? 'But no. She was very 
happyy with the portrait s and wanted to keep them all. The restaurant 
wallss are now full y covered with this picture and she also has taken 
aa few home.' 

Thee portrai t of 'the king cooking a meal'  is also to be found 
ass an illustratio n in nostalgic books on Thai food. Thai Kitchen, 
publishedd by the Office of the National Cultur e Commission with 
thee objective 'to give a general picture of traditional Thai kitchen, 
alongg with the cultural context of things related to Thai cooking and 
Thaii  eating habit,'  is illustrated with photographs of authentic 
kitchenn utensils and two copies of 'the king cooking a meal'  portrai t 
(colouringg added).44 The portrai t forms the entry to the book and 
alsoo illustrates the chapter  'Fryin g pan and wide spatula.' 

Obviously,, this photograph also covers a cooking book with 
recipess of King Chulalongkorn's (sadet pho, royal father) favourite 
dishess (Menu Prot Sadet Pho (1997), another  publication of Siam 
Recorder,, see Chapter  I), but also inside the book the portrai t is 
printedd twice. The book is a mixtur e of Thai and European recipes 
(menu),(menu), quotes on food largely taken from the Klai Ban and Sadet 

444 Quotes taken from the Preface (Sombat 2000). The book, a compilation of arti-
cless written for a household and cuisine magazine, was originally published in 
Thai.. The ONCC took the initiative for an English translation to inform 'the pa-
tronss of Thai restaurants' all over the world and 'the countless millions tourists to 
Thailand'' on 'the development of Thai cuisine and the culture of the Thai cuisine 
fromm past to present' (ibid.). 
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PraphatPraphat Ton diaries, and portraits. One of the first pages shows a 
picturee of the king and company having apiknik next to another pic-
turee of the king at lunch in Europe. The introduction describes the 
kingg as a connoisseur (nak chim), as an apt observer (nak sangkhet), 
andd finally, as being a cook (pho khrua) himself who - as the reci-
pess show - also appreciated authentic Thai food (ahan thai thae 
thaethae khong sayam prathet rao ni eng) other  then the court food, 
whichh he became acquainted with on his sadet praphat ton excur-
sions.. Recipes as apple salad (yam luk aepperi), sandwich (saenwif), 
spicyy macaroni (makkaroni phrikphon) and stuffed omelette (pmmi-
letyatletyat sai) show the European influence on the king's taste, as well 
ass his qualities in adapting European food to the Thai taste. Here, 
thee cooking-book fits, and further elaborates on, the narrative of the 
kingg as a traveller, and a selective and adaptive moderniser, who 
alsoo knew to value genuine Thai culture. 

TheThe king's portrait as a marketing instrument 

Howw well the status of commodity and of object of veneration go 
togetherr becomes even clearer when it comes to business gifts. A 
bigg liquor shop in Chiang Mai displays a New-Year's gift from 
Hennessyy Cognac. It is a small statuette of the king, also featuring 
thee brand name. For worshippers of King Chulalongkorn there is a 
clearr connection between Hennessy and the king: just as everyone 
'knows'' that the rose was the king's favourite flower, so also every-
onee 'knows' that he - as a civilised monarch - appreciated a glass 
off  good cognac, especially Hennessy Cognac. Consequently, many 
offeringss to the king's spirit wil l include a glass of cognac.45 The 
importerr of Hennessy Cognac was probably well aware that the 
venerationn for King Chulalongkorn might increase sales, and has 
startedd to distribute King Chulalongkorn business gifts. In this par-
ticularr liquor shop, the statuette has received a respectful, high, 
place.. There it serves as an object expressing veneration for the king 
ass well as an advertisement for Hennessy. For those who believe in 

Thee offering of apples, black coffee, red wine, cigars and Winston cigarettes 
(seee the Introduction) are other examples of the association of the king with 
Europee and modernity. 
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thee powers of the king, the commercial success of the shop is an-
otherr  proof of these powers. 

Thee involvement of the Siam Commercial Bank (Thanakan 
ThaiThai Phanit Chamkat) in the King Chulalongkorn cult also is a 
goodd example of how commercial enterprises attempt to establish a 
publicc linkage with the image of the king by distributin g King Chu-
lalongkornn business gifts and other  objects. The Siam Commercial 
Bankk originated from the first  Siamese banking institution , 'the 
Bookk Club' , which was established in 1904 by Prince Mahit 
Ratchaharithaii  (1865-1907) (Brown 192:93). Prince Mahit was an-
otherr  half-brother  of King Chulalongkorn and is known as the 'Fa-
therr  of Thai Banking.'  In 1996-1997 the Siam Commercial Bank 
celebratedd its 90th anniversary. On January 23, 1996 the bank had a 
largee advertising supplement in The Nation, leaving no doubt about 
itss historical linkage with King Chulalongkorn by opening with: 
'Kin gg Chulalongkorn (Rama V) bestowed a Royal Charter  for  the 
incorporationn of Bank Siam Karmachon Toon Jamkad or  Siam 
Commerciall  Bank Ltd in English on January 30, 1906, the official 
launchingg date for  the first  Thai bank.'  For  the occasion the bank 
distributedd copper  coins, with an image of King Chulalongkorn with 
hiss Royal Emblem as effigy and the name of the bank on the re-
verse,, freely among its account holders. But there also was an op-
portunit yy to buy more exclusive commemorative coins. This series, 
namedd 'Coins Dedicated to the Successes of King Chulalongkorn,' 
consistedd of ten coins, all bearing the same images, but made of dif-
ferentt  metals: the front showing the king in profil e in a Thai uni-
form,, and with the king's signature,46 the reverse showing the king 
fulll  face in western suit with hat and the Notre Dame and Eiffel 
Towerr  in the background. Both portrait s are copies of famous pho-
tographss of the king (see figures 8 and 14). The addition of the sig-
naturee and the background, however, are inventions of the Siam 
Commerciall  Bank.47 With these additions the bank evokes the nar-

Greatt importance is attributed to the signature of King Chulalongkorn. Many 
neww copies of images of the king (especially photographs) are provided with a 
copyy of his signature to emphasise the 'authenticity' of the object (see fron-
tispice).. This may well result from the king's own policy around the use (or de-
liberateliberate non-use) of his different signatures for different persons and 
circumstances. . 
477 The most expensive coin, named 'Gold Swiss Antique' was made of pure gold 
(46.66 grams) and cost 60,000 baht (99 pieces made), the cheapest— described as 
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rativess of the king as a moderniser and of his triumphant visit to 
Europe,, while creating itself a place within this framework. 

Mrs.. Sermsee, owner of a small factory of construction ma-
terials,, has in her office a sepia-hued portrait of the king in a 
woodenn frame. She did not select the portrait herself, but received it 
ass a New-Year's gift from the Siam Commercial Bank in 1995. 
Mrs.. Sermsee: 

Whatt happens is that when I - but such is the case for eve-
ryonee - receive a King Chulalongkorn portrait, I cannot 
throww it away, because being a portrait of the king, it is a 
'highh thing' (khong sung). Furthermore it was already 
framed,, I only had to hang it, so I did. There was no reason 
forr not giving it a place in the office. Had it not been 
framed,, I might have put it in a drawer, but I would never 
havee thrown it away. 

Thee clever move of the Siam Commercial Bank, thus, was to de-
liverr the portrait framed, to enhance its chance of being displayed in 
thee offices of their business relations. Again it serves as an adver-
tisement,, as well as an object expressing veneration: the powers of 
thee king and the quality of the bank's service are both behind the 
successs of the enterprise. 

Usingg King Chulalongkorn portraits in advertising is not re-
strictedd to large or prestigious companies, but a widespread phe-
nomenonn at all levels of trade and industry. Even on the opening 
dayy of a modest noodle shop, the owner may distribute, for instance, 
Kingg Chulalongkorn key rings among his customers. Of course, 
suchh mementoes are auspicious gifts on an auspicious occasion. 
But,, since the receivers cannot but keep the 'high object,' the shop 
keeperr also increases the possibility that his customers wil l remem-
berr his shop in future. 

'polishedd copper' — cost only 250 baht (5,555 pieces made) It is significant that 
thee number made of each coin, according to its value, was 99, 199, 555 or 5,555 
pieces.. This is not accidental as 9 and 5 are considered to be auspicious numbers. 
Thee number 9 is always associated with royalty and rituals, and the number 5 
referss to King Chulalongkorn himself, being Rama V. A similar observation can 
bee made for the prices of the objects offered at the temples in the cases described 
earlier.. Those prices also contain as many 9's as possible: the amount of money 
spentt is a lucky number. 
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ImageImage and myth 

Inn this chapter  we have encountered the image of King Chulalong-
korn,, the general face of the King Chulalongkorn cult, both in the 
formm of mass-products and as unique pieces of craftsmanship. Wor-
shipperss of the king may singularise any particular  portrai t to ex-
presss individual identity and status. In the course of this 
singularisationn process the King Chulalongkorn myth is reworked to 
fitfit  one's own life-story, while simultaneously a person's experi-
encess are reworked to fit  the myth. These personal stories, in their 
turn ,, reinforce and reconfirm the image of the king as it lives on in 
thee social imaginary. 

Inn Benjamin's concept, a portrai t has an aura for  those who 
bothh know the person portrayed and are emotionally involved with 
thiss person. In the context of the King Chulalongkorn cult, it is the 
mythh that provides the contents of 'knowing the person portrayed.' 
Therefore,, a worshipper's emotional involvement actually does not 
concernn the historical king, but rather  the king as a father  for  all 
Thaii  and as a symbol of Thainess, interpreted as 'independence,' 
andd 'as being able to modernise selectively and adaptively.'  This 
observationn is crucial to understanding the potential of portrait s in 
thee King Chulalongkorn cult. Here portrait s appear  not only to con-
nectt  with persons far  away in space or  time. The immediate pres-
encee of King Chulalongkorn through his portrait s also implies a 
simultaneouss and equally immediate appeal to ideas and emotions 
aboutt  Thainess, of which the king has become the epitome, and the 
certaintyy of a caring agency. The potential to appeal immediately to 
strongg emotions reaching beyond the person portrayed makes por-
trait ss such suitable cult objects. And, since any reproduction of a 
portrai tt  renders the same image, this particular  potential makes 
mass-producedd portrait s pre-eminently fit to serve as carriers of a 
masss cult. 

Returningg to the main question of this chapter, the above 
analysiss clarifies why so many Thai want a King Chulalongkorn 
portrait .. Owning a portrai t of the king provides individual worship-
perss with a direct access to a caring patron and to the world of 
Thainess.. Displaying one's King Chulalongkorn portrait s demon-
stratess one's place within this world. Such a portrai t simultaneously 
mayy embody a worshipper's personal reworking of the King Chu-
lalongkornn narratives as well. Nevertheless, this personal dimension 
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remainss restricted to the private sphere, even when the portrai t is on 
publicc display. The portrait s of the king form the general, public 
facee of the King Chulalongkom cult, behind which each individual 
cann elaborate his personal interpretation of King Chulalongkom in 
private. . 
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Ill Ill 
CommemoratingCommemorating the King 

Everyy year  on October  23, King Chulalongkorn is officiall y com-
memoratedd in a national ceremony, which is celebrated in all dis-
tric tt  and provincial public administration centres of any 
significance.. October  23, the anniversary of the king's death, or 
Chulalongkornn Day, is a national holiday. There are several other 
nationall  holidays in honour  of the monarchy: Chakri Day on Apri l 
6,, commemorating the establishment of the Chakri dynasty in 1782; 
Coronationn Day on May 5, commemorating the official coronation 
off  King Bhumibol in 1950;1 Queen's Day/Mother's Day on August 
12,, on the occasion of the birthday of Queen Sirikit ; King' s 
Day/Father'ss Day on December  5, on the occasion of the birthday 
off  King Bhumibol. Also to some other  historical kings, such as 
Kin gg Taksin and King Naresuan, commemoration days are dedi-
cated.22 However, of the days dedicated to historical kings, only 
Chulalongkornn Day is a national holiday. Why? Does this imply an 
officiall  recognition of any superiority of King Chulalongkorn over 
otherr  kings? How is the king commemorated, by whom, when and 
where?? By addressing the place of ritual  action in the King Chu-
lalongkornn cult this chapter  seeks to provide an answer  to these 
questions.. Following Bell, I perceive ritual  as a cultural practice 
(Belll  1997). Acknowledging both the roles of participants and spec-
tators,, and the variety of the contexts in which they operate, I un-
derstandd ritual as situational and performative. Ritual, as Hughes-
Freelandd and Crain say, 'i s most usefully and relevantly theorised as 
aa contested space for  social action and identity politics - an arena 
forr  resistance, negotiation and affirmation ' (1998:2). The ritualised 
actionss organised in the setting of Chulalongkorn Day wil l prove to 
bee such contested, social spaces, indeed. Without this perspective, 

11 On June 9, 1946, the day that King Ananda Mahidol died, the reign of King 
Bhumiboll  began. On that day an investiture ceremony for the accession to the 
thronee was held. The coronation ceremony, however, took place in May 1950 
afterr the king's return from his studies in Switzerland earlier that year (see further 
Chapterr V). 
22 Taksin Day falls on December 28, the day that General Tak was crowned King 
off  Thonburi in 1768. Naresuan Day (or Army Day) falls on January 25). 
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thee multi-layered and dynamic character of the cult would be diffi -
cultt to access. 

Thee ethnographic basis of this chapter mainly stems from 
researchh carried out in three different localities where Chulalong-
kornn Day is celebrated annually. The first locality is the Royal Plaza 
wheree I attended the official commemoration ceremony of Chu-
lalongkornn Day 1996 as well as the popular celebrations around the 
day.. The second locality is the residence of Mae Wan, a spirit me-
diumm in the vicinity of Chiang Mai, where I attended the Chu-
lalongkornn Day celebrations in 1998. And the third locality is Wat 
DotDot Chang, the Chiang Mai temple introduced in Chapter II, where 
II  had the opportunity to attend the Chulalongkorn Day celebrations 
off  both 1997 and 1998. 

Throughoutt this tripartition according to location, the chap-
terr explores the two spheres of the official and the popular celebra-
tionss and their mutual interaction. The national wreath laying 
ceremonyy at the equestrian statue is the core of the Chulalongkorn 
Dayy celebrations. In the same way the equestrian statue surpasses 
alll  other portraits in import, the wreath laying ceremony transcends 
anyy other ritual. An analysis of the central ritual wil l make clear 
whyy this early morning event, on an empty square, is yet the pivotal 
elementt in the cult. The annual repetition of this particular ritual 
maintainss the Thai collective memory of a crucial part of the na-
tion'ss history, by formally renewing and confirming the link be-
tweenn the King Chulalongkorn myth and the equestrian statue. The 
popularr rituals at the other localities or at the statue, however, re-
flectt the ongoing process of reworking the myth in daily life. Fi-
nally,, I wil l analyse the popular celebrations by delineating the 
interactionss between the various groups and individuals participat-
ingg in the events, to explain how in the King Chulalongkorn cult 
genderr politics and identity formation are articulated in ritual action. 

TheThe origin of Chulalongkorn Day 

Onn October 23, 1910 - just after midnight - King Chulalongkorn 
passedd away. Although the king was suffering from diabetes and a 
chronicc kidney disease his death came unexpected. His sickbed had 
lastedd less than one week. Within that period only very few people 
kneww about his actual condition, which was kept secret. It was ta-
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booo to inquir e after  the king's health (Smith 1982 [1957]:94). 'Less 
thann forty-eight hours before he died the First Queen [Queen Sao-
vabhaa Phongsri3] had reported that: "Hi s Majesty has improved in 
alll  respects.'"  (Vella 1978:1). 

Noo trul y contemporary eyewitness report on the reactions to 
thee king's death has come down to us. Malcolm Smith, who became 
Queenn Saovabha's physician in 1914, reports to have been told by a 
bystanderr  that *[w]hen the Crown Prince came in and announced 
thatt  the King was dead, the entire company prostrated themselves 
andd saluted three times in the customary manner.4 Everyone was 
deeplyy moved; many of them wept, for  they had a real affection for 
thee man who had ruled over  them so long' (Smith 1982:94).'  Wales, 
expressingg himself in similar  terms, adds a strong conclusion: 

(...)) King Rama V created in the hearts of his subjects an 
entirelyy new outlook with regard to the ruler, a deep per-
sonall  affection for  the sovereign who had done so much to 
relievee the hardships of his people, as apart from the in-
grainedd traditional respect for  the kingship. Hence, after  his 
death,, there arose a spontaneous desire for  an annual oppor-
tunit yy for  the people to pay public homage to his memory' 
(Waless 1992 [1931]:171). 

Accordingg to Vella, people gathered on November  16 (during the 
king' ss lif e celebrated as second coronation day) - three weeks after 
thee king's death - at the equestrian statue to express their  grief, add-
ingg that 'the tribut e to Chulalongkorn was in large measure a popu-
larr  and spontaneous outpouring of public sentiment' (Vella 
1978:141).. In particular  the accounts of Vella and Wales leave us 

33 King Chulalongkorn married the then Princess Saovabha Phongsri (1863-1919) 
inn 1878. She was the 66th child of King Mongkut and hence, a half-sister of King 
Chulalongkorn.. The king had also married her two elder sisters, Queen Sunanda 
Kumariratanaa (see below) and Queen Savang Vadhana. In 1895, Queen Saovabha 
wass bestowed with the title 'First Queen' (Somdet Phraboromma Ratchini), the 
titlee awarded to the mother of the heir-apparent. In that year Prince Vajiranahit, 
thee eldest son of Queen Sawang died and the succession passed to Prince Vajira-
vudhh (the later Rama VI) , Queen Saovabha's eldest son. 
44 That is, the specific gesture to salute the king or queen, the thawai bangkhom, 
seee below. 
55 As second coronation day, November 16 had been a significant day in the cele-
brationss of the fortieth anniversary of King Chulalongkorn's accession to the 
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withh the problem that it is not possible to judge what 'popular*  and 
'spontaneous'' exactly mean, nor which parts of the population par-
ticipated,, as both authors do not mention their sources or give any 
moree detail. But it is well imaginable that the king's death - given 
thee importance attributed to Buddhist kings as protectors and 
sourcess of well-being, and the fact that this king had ruled for such 
aa long period - was a shock for many. On the other hand, we may 
wonderr to what extent these descriptions of the veneration for King 
Chulalongkornn echo Prince Damrong's writings. 

Inn 1912, King Chulalongkorn's son and successor, King Va-
jiravudh,, decided to honour his father by declaring the anniversary 
off  his death 'Chulalongkorn Day' or wan piya maharat, literally 
'thee Day {wan) of the Great Beloved King.' King Vajiravudh to a 
largee extent must have been inspired by Great Britain's Victoria 
Dayy (Vella 1978:141). Much of this king's work and policies show 
hiss thoroughly British education, which he received when living in 
Britainn from 1893 until 1903. Vella even speaks of him as a 'Victo-
rianrian Siamese Prince' (ibid.:8-9). Like Chulalongkorn Day, Victoria 
Dayy - actually Empire Day, later modified to Commonwealth Day 
-- had been proposed by Queen Victoria's son: King Edward VII. 6 

Onn October 23, 1913, the Bangkok Times wrote: 

'' (...) just as Victoria Day is largely an opportunity for 
bringingg home to youth at school something of the meaning 
off  the British Empire, so Chulalongkorn Day may well sur-
vivee to a later generation as an aid to inspire youth with the 
spiritt which the Rulers of Siam in our time have done their 
utmostt to foster' (quoted in Vella 1987:142). 

Thee institution of Chulalongkorn Day thus sprang from the kind of 
modernn nationalism also promoted by Prince Damrong. This ideo-

thronee in 1908. First coronation day, November 11 clearly was of more signifi-
cance.. Not only the equestrian statue was unveiled on November 11, but the king 
alsoo held a 'first stone-laying ceremony' for the construction of the Anantha 
Samakhomm Throne Hall. King Vajiravudh decided to hold his first coronation day 
(which,, as said before, had to take place within one month after King Chulalong-
korn'ss death) also on November 11. This probably explains why people gathered 
att the statue on November 16 and not on November 11, as that day all attention 
wass directed at the coronation. 
66 Different is that Victoria Day was celebrated on the queen's birthday (May 24). 
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logicall  background is, of course, important for a wider comprehen-
sionn of the King Chulalongkorn cult and I wil l elaborate on this di-
mensionn of the commemoration below. To attribute, however, the 
institutionn of Chulalongkorn Day solely to contemporary national-
ismm and King Vajiravudh's British background does not acknowl-
edgee the context of Thai magic-religious thinking (cf. Vella 1978), 
whichh plays its own role in the motivations of King Vajiravudh and 
thee effects of the institution of Chulalongkorn Day. To a large ex-
tentt Chulalongkorn Day is also a continuation of the royal ancestor 
worshipp as elaborated by King Mongkut and King Chulalongkorn, 
inn combination with the already existing practises of paying homage 
too deceased kings by the public. The importance of these aspects 
becomess the clearer when comparing Chulalongkorn Day with 
Chakrii  Day, which also was initiated by King Vajiravudh, and is, 
moree than Chulalongkorn Day, considered to be Thailand's 'Na-
tionall  Day.' 

ChakriChakri Day 

Everyy year, on Chakri Day, April 6, King Bhumibol and Queen 
Sirikitt pay respect to eight gilded life-size statues of the previous 
kingss of the Chakri Dynasty. The statues are enshrined in one of the 
buildingss — the 'Royal Pantheon' — of the Wat Phra Kaeo (the 
Templee of the Emerald Buddha).7 On April 6, the Royal Pantheon, 
normallyy closed, is open to the general public. The king, the queen 
andd other members of the royal family also perform a wreath-laying 
ceremonyy in front of a statue of King Rama I the Great (Somdet 
Phraa Phutta Yot Fa Chulalok Maharat), the founder of the present 
dynasty,, at the Memorial Bridge in Bangkok. 

Ass already elaborated on in the previous chapter, the kings 
off  Siam worshipped their ancestors as the guardian spirits of the 
monarchyy and the kingdom. For King Chulalongkorn his father, 
Kingg Mongkut, had become the phra sayam thewathirat, the divin-
ityy protecting Siam and its inhabitants. He had a phra sayam the-
wathiratwathirat statuette cast, bearing the features of King Mongkut (see 

77 Wat Phra Kaeo is the temple connected with the Grand Palace and built within 
itss precincts. The temple houses the Emerald Buddha, which is Thailand's most 
reveredd Buddha image. 
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II.6).. Apart from the phra sayam thewathirat image, King Chu-
lalongkoraa had statues cast of each of the four previous Chakri 
Kingss as objects of worship. Herewith he followed in his father's 
footsteps,, as it was King Mongkut who started with obeisance 
ceremoniess for King Rama I, II and III (Vella 1978:142). What 
makess the statues special is that although they are made - in accor-
dancee with tradition - in the same size as a crowned Buddha image, 
theyy are true portrait statues, rendering the features and anatomy of 
eachh king, which was a novelty (Apinan 1992bl:342).8 The statues 
weree kept in the Grand Palace, until King Vajiravudh had them -
pluss a statue of King Chulalongkorn cast by then - transferred to the 
Watt Phra Kaeo. For the purpose a temple building was renovated, 
whichh was renamed the Phrasat Phra Thepbidon (literally, the Pal-
acee of the Divine Ancestors) or, as it is usually rendered in English, 
thee Royal Pantheon. The renovation was completed in 1918 and 
Kingg Vajiravudh chose April 6 to be the inauguration day: the day 
Generall  Chakri was crowned king in 1782 and founded the Chakri 
Dynasty.. Therefore, April 6 was 'an auspicious day "both for the 
Chakkrii  Dynasty, and also for Siam as a Nation"' (King Vjiravudh 
quotedd in Vella 1978:142). The king himself compared Chakri Day 
withh the French July 14 and the American July 4 (ibid.: 143). A sig-
nificantt difference is, however, that in contrast to these republican 
nationall  days (sic), Chakri Day resulted from a fruitful merging of 
traditionall  royal ancestor worship with modern nationalism. 

Thee institution of Chakri Day thus for one part has to be un-
derstoodd as the continuation of a trend already set by King Mongkut 
andd King Chulalongkorn. A major turn, however, is that the royal 
ancestorr worship was transferred from the private to the public 
sphere.. The obeisance ceremonies organised during the Fourth and 
Fifthh Reigns took place in the palace and the kings did not conduct 
anyy ritual in public. The phra sayam thewathirat/King Mongkut 
statuette,, for instance, was kept in King Chulalongkorn's bedcham-
berr (Apinan 1992bl:352). 

Althoughh still Thailand's National Day, Chakri Day, unlike 
Chulalongkornn Day, does not seem to touch upon strong popular 

Ass King Rama I, II and III have never been portrayed, the artist had to make the 
statuess after descriptions provided by contemporaries. In particular in the case of 
thee statue of King Rama I (r. 1782-1809) this was problematic as at the time the 
projectt started (1869) only four old people who had actually seen this king were 
stilll  alive (Apinan 1992b! :342; Wales 1992:170). 
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sentiments.99 The present king conducts the annual ritual s and quite 
aa number  of people visit the Royal Pantheon to pay respect to the 
deceasedd Chakri kings, but there are no other  signs of any popular 
involvementt  with the day. The rapid falling into abeyance of the 
latterr  added 'Vajiravud h Day' (November  26), may further  illustrat e 
thatt  a king does not automatically become the object of widespread 
venerationn after  his death, even when a special day is dedicated to 
him.10 0 

SoSo what about Chulalongkorn Day? Lik e Chakri Day, the 
institutio nn of this day partly should be understood as a continuation 
inn a modern form of royal ancestor  worship and the public paying of 
respectt  to deceased kings. The material in this chapter  wil l demon-
stratee that in this case King Vajiravudh' s combination of traditio n 
andd nationalism still flourishes, and enjoys a great popular  involve-
ment.. However, this involvement is for  the greater  part expressed in 
separatee celebrations, apart from the official state ceremony. Never-
theless,, for  good understanding, I wil l place the popular  celebra-
tionss in the context of the official ceremony. This approach also 
enabless me to bring into focus the many-sided dynamism of the 
Kin gg Chulalongkorn cult, and to analyse the amalgam of state-
organisedd expressions of respect for  King Chulalongkorn and popu-
larr  expressions of affection and veneration, which meet, influence, 
reinforce,, but also contradict each other. Again, I wil l start my ac-
countt  with a focus on the activities around the equestrian statue, 
sincee there lie both the heart and the origin of Chulalongkorn Day. 

TheThe nation commemorates 

Wales,, writin g about the period 1925-1930, gives the following ac-
countt  of Chulalongkorn Day: 

99 Taksin Day and Naresuan Day, however, do. Around King Taksin and King 
Naresuann quite extensive cults exist. 
100 Indications that Vajiravudh Day ever existed can be found in Wales. He writes: 
'Onn the anniversary of the death of King Rama V and that of King Rama VI, the 
relicss of these two kings only are honoured, each on the appropriate day (...),' 
and:: 'The fifth anniversary (1930) of the death of King Rama VI was celebrated 
onn an unusually grand scale, the ceremonies extending over three days, 25th, 26th, 
andd 27th November' (Wales 1992:171,172). 
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Onn this day the great equestrian statue of King Rama V, 
situatedd in the middle of the royal plaza, is surrounded by a 
rajavatrajavat fence,11 adorned with tiered umbrellas, and the base 
off  the statue is massed with wreath and artistic floral decora-
tions,, the tribute of schools, government departments, and 
commerciall  bodies. The King [King Rama VII ] and Queen 
arrivee by motor-car, and, after inspecting the floral tributes, 
lightt candles and incense-sticks and offer flowers on the al-
tarr placed opposite the western entrance to the enclosure. 
Thenn they kneel and pay homage while aeroplanes circle 
overhead.. The national anthem is played, and the King and 
Queenn drive away. Throughout the day thousands of people 
takee advantage of the opportunity to pay homage before the 
statuee and, although music and refreshments are provided on 
bothh sides of the plaza, the occasion is celebrated with befit-
tingg dignity (Wales 1992 [1931]:172). 

Exceptt for the royal inspection of the floral tributes and the aero-
planess circling overhead, Wales' description equally could depict 
thee scene of the Royal Plaza on Chulalongkorn Day 1996. Appar-
ently,, Chulalongkorn Day survived all transitions Thai society went 
throughh in the course of the twentieth century unaltered. It seems 
thatt Prince Damrong made an astonishingly accurate prediction - in 
thee very same 1912 letter on the equestrian statue as a gift of the 
people,, mentioned in Chapter II - when he wrote about wan piya 
maharatmaharat 1912: 

II  see an overwhelming number of people coming to the 
equestriann statue from morning til l midnight. I foresee that 
[thee commemoration] as it is this year wil l remain a tradition 
foreverr (1976:34). 

Indeed,, also in 1996 thousands of people, 'from morning til l mid-
night,'' came to the statue to pay homage to their king. We could 
justt leave the observation - as did Prince Damrong and Wales - at 
that,, but a more detailed perspective on 'who pays respect, when 
andd in what manner' wil l show us that at least the present Chu-
lalongkornn Day (and worshipping King Chulalongkorn) is a less 

RajavatRajavat is the royal Thai (ratchasap) word for a fence decorated in royal style. 
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univocall  phenomenon than a mere reading of the above descriptions 
wouldd suggest. A differentiation between the official celebrations 
andd the individual and other informal activities taking place proves 
revealing.. I wil l start my accounts of the different celebrations with 
ann overview of the official celebrations in Bangkok, which in 1996 
comprisedd three activities: a two day 'Chulalongkorn Day exhibi-
tion';; the (national) wreath-laying ceremony (taking place in the 
earlyy morning); and a short afternoon ceremony in which King 
Bhumiboll  and other members of the royal family paid respect to 
Kingg Chulalongkorn.12 As Wales' description of this latter small 
ceremonyy is still very accurate, there is no need to include a de-
scriptionn of the 1996 ceremony below. 

TheThe exhibition 
Onn October 22 and 23, the space behind the statue and the large pe-
destriann area on the left were occupied by the exhibition, composed 
off  a large number of stands built by representatives of governmental 
andd government-related institutions, like the Ministry of Defence, 
thee railway authorities, the tourist authorities, the Red Cross, and 
severall  other charities. This year's Chulalongkorn Day exhibition 
wass organised around the theme 'Protecting the Environment' 
(ngansairotkan(ngansairotkan ruamchaiphakrak singwaedlom). In brief, most 
standss gave some information on the history of the respective insti-
tutions,, often making a link in one way or another with King Chu-
lalongkornn or his reign, and provided the visitors with information 
onn the organisation's tasks and objectives. Clearly, for most organi-
sationss it had not been easy to present a triangular linkage between 
theirr own tasks and activities, 'King Chulalongkorn,' and 'Protect-
ingg the Environment.' In most cases the focus on the environment 
simplyy had been omitted. However, as a military officer from the 
Ministryy of Defence's stand explained to me, the theme of the envi-
ronmentt had been selected because of its relevance and because it 
alsoo was a prominent theme in the celebrations of King Bhumibol's 
goldenn jubilee of his accession to the throne (this jubilee fell in 
1996).. Although quite a few people who had come to the eques-

122 The overall organisation of the official Chulalongkorn Day celebration is the 
responsibilityy of the Bangkok Metropolitan Authority. 
133 The exhibition at the Royal Plaza on Chulalongkorn Day already exists for a 
longerr period. I assume that the Bangkok Metropolitan Authorities, the organisa-
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triann monument had a stroll along the exhibition, I did not get the 
impressionn that anybody had come to the Royal Plaza for the sake 
off  the exhibition. 

TheThe wreath-laying ceremony 
Thee main element of the wreath-laying ceremony is the presentation 
off  memorial wreaths (phuangmala) at the statue, a ritual also intro-
ducedd by King Vajiravudh (Vella 1987:141). Apparently, King Va-
jiravudhh had been inspired by the European custom of laying 
wreathss at memorials. Despite this European influence, the cere-
monyy has evolved into a particular, Thai form. Every year, on Oc-
toberr 22, an extensive 'forest' of stepladder-like constructions is 
erectedd around the monument, to hang the wreaths which wil l be 
presentedd early next day. 

Thee ceremony itself does not take long, especially when tak-
ingg into account the large number of wreaths that has to be pre-
sented:: on October 23, 1996, between 6:30 and 9 AM 
approximatelyy four-hundred wreaths were presented. The largest 
numberr of wreaths certainly had come from educational institutions. 
Thee ceremony mainly consisted of an almost continuous flow of 
well-organisedd groups of children and students, from kindergarten 
too university level, presenting wreaths under the guidance of their 
teachers.. From every class one or two pupils had been selected to 
representt their school. But beside schools, also banks, enterprises, 
thee city authorities, the army, hospitals, public transport agencies, 
musicc bands, war veterans, charities and Scouting Thailand made 
theirr appearance to present a wreath on behalf of their organisa-
tions.. Except for the children and teachers from the International 
Schooll  of Bangkok, everybody, military, civil servants, bank em-
ployees,, and school- and kindergarten children alike, was dressed in 
thee daily or formal uniform of their organisation. When presenting 
theirr wreath the members of each group simultaneously kneel down 
too bow deeply (krap) and salute the king three times (thawai 
bangkhom). bangkhom). 

tionn in charge of the organisation of the wreath-laying ceremony, also is respon-
siblee for the exhibition and its yearly theme. See further Chapter V on the signifi-
cancee and meaning of the linkages made between King Chulalongkorn and King 
Bhumibol. . 
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Thiss Chulalongkom Day ceremony is duplicated all over  the 
countryy at local seats of governmental power  - the provincial and 
districtt  administration centres - or  otherwise at prestigious local 
schools.. Similar  to the ceremony at the equestrian statue, local rep-
resentativess and employees of institutions, organisations, hospitals, 
schoolss and enterprises present wreaths. The equestrian statue is 
substitutedd by a (smaller) copy of the statue or  by another  image of 
thee king. At present, in front  of many provincial halls a statue of 
Kin gg Chulalongkom has been erected.14 On district (amphoe) level 
theree are usually no permanent King Chulalongkom statues, though 
Chulalongkomm Day ceremonies might be held. Several people, who 
hadd spent their  youth in smaller  provincial towns, like Hua Hin or 
Kanchanaburi,, told me that for  the occasion wood-carved or  even 
paperr  copies of the king's image were placed outside in front of the 
Hall .. I myself for  instance, saw such a less-permanent * Chulalong-
komm Day image' in a small district town in Lamphun province in 
1998.. Wreaths - seven in total - had been presented to a huge, en-
largedd photograph of the equestrian statue, mounted on cardboard 
andd cut out. 

Althoughh essentially every institution and every individual 
iss free to present a wreath on Chulalongkom Day, in actual practice 
itt  is mostly established institutions, major  enterprises, and members 
off  the higher  echelons of society who participate in the ceremonies, 
whetherr  at the Royal Plaza or  locally. Thus with regard to schools 
forr  instance, those which are urban and/or  secondary, college or 
higherr  level, or  have students with a more or  less well-to-do back-
ground,, are likely to participate, while the participation of elemen-
taryy schools - certainly of those further  away from the local centre -
iss not self-evident at all. Also the children who are not selected for 
thee wreath presentation wil l not be present. This means that most 

144 Probably a development of the last decade. The King Chulalongkom statue in 
frontt of the city hall of Yasothon, for instance, was erected in 1988 or 1989 (Akin 
1992:18).. The statue in front of the provincial hall in Chiang Mai in 1992. Earlier, 
thee citizens of Chiang Mai presented their wreaths at a wood-carved portrait of 
thee king at a reknowned school in Chiang Mai (Juppharat High School). At that 
time,, the provincial hall was located in the heart of the city, without sufficient 
spacee to conduct the ceremony. After the construction of the new provincial hall, 
outsidee the city boundaries, members of the local elite erected a new (large, more 
thann life-size) statue of the king. Since then the ceremony is performed at the 
provinciall  hall. 
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Thaii  never have attended the ceremony, and that for most Chu-
lalongkornn Day basically means a day off.15 

Thee Chulalongkorn Day wreath laying ceremonies reflect 
thee hierarchical order of the Thai state and its administration. In 
Bangkok,, the nation's political centre of power hundreds of wreath 
aree presented at the equestrian statue: the king's most significant 
image.. Many of these wreaths are presented by representatives from 
thee highest levels of the organisations involved. The further from 
thiss centre, the lower are the strata of the hierarchy represented in 
thee wreath laying ceremony, the more humble is the execution of 
thee king's image the ceremony focuses on, and the fewer people 
participate. . 

Fromm this perspective Chulalongkorn Day appears as the an-
nual,, nation-wide, ritualised affirmation of 'the Goodness of King 
Chulalongkorn,'' which at the same time is a legitimation of the Thai 
statee and its related organisations. The practice to organise the 
ceremoniess at all local seats of governmental power is significant: 
ass the modernisation of Siam's civil service was the king's initia-
tive,, the centres of administrative power are 'directly related' to the 
king.. In the wreath laying ceremonies, the presence of the king's 
imagess serves as the focus of the attendants' respect for the king, 
andd helps the participants to establish and express their own linkage 
withh the king. 

But,, as we have seen in the previous chapters, the King Chu-
lalongkornn myth touches upon much more than national ideology 
alone.. The wider reach of the myth elevates the meaning of the na-
tionall  ritual above the level of legitimising the state. I wil l return 
oncee more to the wreath laying ceremony at the equestrian statue to 
showw how the state ritual permeates the cult, while at the same time 
thee cult permeates the state ritual. 

155 Of many people I got to know who had followed higher education, most had 
participatedd in the ceremony only a few times, some even only once or never at 
all.. Even students of Chulalongkorn University (which was established with the 
remainderr of the money collected for the equestrian statue and still strongly asso-
ciatedd with the king) only participate in the ceremony in their first year. 
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FillingFilling  the centre 

Att  the beginning of the wreath-laying ceremony quite a large num-
berr  of people were present. However, this did not imply that the 
ceremonyy attracted wide public attention. In fact, the public present 
turnedd out to consist largely of parents, relatives, colleagues and ac-
quaintancess of those involved in presenting the wreaths. Most 
groupss immediately left upon completing their  presentation, taking 
'their ''  public with them. Consequently, by the end of the ceremony, 
aroundd 9 AM , the Royal Plaza was almost empty. The emptiness of 
thee square sharply contrasted with the fenced area around the eques-
triann statue, now full with wreaths, and the jam-packed scene of the 
previouss night (see the Introduction) , a scene to be repeated on Chu-
lalongkornn Day evening and on the evening of the 24th. What do 
thesee contrasts reflect? I wil l start with the equestrian statue's pre-
cinctss as a 'ful l place.' 

9:155 AM , October  23,1996,. 
AA woman, one of the few people who had taken place on the 
grandstandd erected for  the occasion grasps my hand as soon 
ass the ceremony has ended. She invites me to join her. To 
myy surprise we approach the equestrian statue from the 
back,, sneaking through a jumble of stands and wreaths. We 
aree doing so, the woman explains, because officials would 
sendd us away if we would proceed to the statue openly. Ap-
parently,, individuals are not allowed to pay their  respect to 
thee king at this moment. Upon reaching the statue, the offi-
cialss on guard do not take any action against us, although 
ourr  appearance 'from behind' catches their  attention. It must 
bee rather  unusual to see a farang (Westerner) approaching 
thee statue like that and I realise being part of the woman's 
strategy.. We pay our  respect at the base of the statue, the 
womann has brought everything required: incense, candles 
andd a garland. When we leave, I see more people approach-
ingg the statue, even from the front. Clearly, the guards are 
nott  that strict. 

Thiss experience left me with the sensation that as soon as 'the state' 
iss leaving, the square becomes 'the place of the people' again. In 
thiss sense, the square can be understood as an arena where control 
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overr 'worshipping King Chulalongkorn' and over the 'his image' is 
pulledd back and forth between state authorities and (groups of) indi-
viduals.. Let me return to my account of the evening of October 22, 
1996.. Coincidentally, October 22 or 'Chulalongkorn Day's Eve' so 
too speak, fell on a Tuesday, the most significant day of the week for 
Kingg Chulalongkorn worshippers. This special evening for large 
numberss of people was reason to come to the statue. Consequently, 
theree were many, many more people than I ever saw on any other, 
ordinaryy Tuesday evening. They left piles of garlands and pyres of 
incensee and candles, which in the end hid the base of the statue al-
mostt entirely from view. On October 23 early morning, the place 
wass clean and empty, as if there never had been any 'Chulalongkorn 
Day'ss Eve' celebration at all. Not a trace of the garlands had been 
left,, nor any other material evidence of the event. Apparently, the 
areaa around the equestrian statue literally had to be emptied, in or-
derr to allow for another fillin g with meaning during the official 
commemorationn ceremony. 

Too fathom the meaning and implication of the official 
wreathh laying ceremony, a description of the actual annual ritual is 
nott sufficient. The ritual may be what brings the organisations to the 
statue,, but with their wreaths they bring in their own meaning. After 
thee ritual the wreaths remain around the statue, demonstrating that it 
iss the latter meaning that lasts. The wreaths therefore deserve a 
closerr look, which wil l provide us with a deeper insight in the ritual 
itselff  and the role of the statue as the focus of the cult. In order to 
comprehendd the 'after-ceremony scene' at the equestrian statue, I 
wil ll  describe five Chulalongkorn memorial wreaths, and the organi-
sationss they represent, in more detail. The selection is rather per-
sonal,, but I purposely included an official institution, an established 
company,, two types of schools and a small business. 

Chulalongkornn memorial wreaths have developed into a 
categoryy of their own, different from both Western memorial 
wreathss and regular Thai funeral wreaths. Most designs combine a 
selectionn of images referring to the king and certain of his particu-
laritiess (portraits, royal attributes, symbols of his deeds, roses) with 
symbolss referring to the organisation or institution presenting the 
wreath.. The basic construction material of virtually all wreaths is 
polystyrenee foam, in Thailand the material used for ephemeral 
decorations,, as can be seen on occasions like conferences or temple 
fairs.. Most individuals and organisations order their wreaths from 
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artists,, usually florists specialising in occasional flower  work. The 
firstfirst  three wreaths described below - judging from the general de-
sign,, materials used and the form and typography of the banderoles 
-- apparently came from the same workshop. 

ReadingReading wreaths 

TheThe wreath of the Boon Rawd Brewery 
(seee figure 17) 
Boonn Rawd Brewery Co.Ltd. (borisat bun rot briwuri chamkat) is 
thee brewer  of the illustriou s Singha Beer  and various other  bever-
ages.. The owners are among Thailand's wealthiest people.16 The 
breweryy was set up in 1934 by Mr . Boon Rawd, an entrepreneur  of 
Chinesee origin. Throughout its history Boon Rawd Brewery has 
maintainedd close connections with the government (Pasuk &  Baker 
1995:113-116).. Its slogan * Singha Beer, Thai Beer'  (bia sing bia 
thai)thai) reflects the company's policy to presents itself as a thoroughly 
Thaii  company producing a genuinely Thai product.17 Major  gov-
ernmentt  campaigns to promote Thai culture and Thai identity are 
sponsoredd by Singha Beer, the campaigns in their  turn influencing 
thee content of the brewery's advertisements (Jory 1999:471). In 
brief,, Boon Rawd Brewery is an important player  in the field of 
Thaii  identity creation, involved in many events that have to do with 
Thaii  national or  cultural identity. 

Inn 1996, Boon Rawd Brewery presented a wreath in the 
shapee of a hop, incorporating barley-heads and hops around a por-
trai tt  of King Chulalongkorn. The portrai t itself was a special one: a 
bencharongbencharong1818 plate with the portrai t of the king. The whole was 
embellishedd with origami-style folded bank notes of twenty and 
hundredd baht on a background of imitation gold brocade. Every 
twentyy baht note was decorated with a lilac-pink imitation gem-

Inn 1995 the Boon Rawd family even was included in the Forbes list of dollar 
billionairess (Pasuk & Baker 1998:56). 
177 According to Kasien the Thai are well aware of 'the un-Thainess of beer as an 
alcoholicc drink originally brought in from the West.' There even is no 'Thai coin-
agee for the word "beer", only a foreign sounding transliteration' (1996:397, note 
28). . 
188 Bencharong is a Thai five- (bencha) coloured porcelain, and was also produced 
inn China to Thai designs for export. 
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stone.. The hundred bant notes, folded to fully display the portrait of 
Kingg Bhumibol printed on them, encircled the portrait of King Chu-
lalongkorn. . 

Thee wreath combined many symbols, all quite obvious for 
thee Thai beholder. Clear enough, the hop and barley-heads represent 
thee company and its main product. The bencharong porcelain is 
stronglyy associated with Royal arts and nineteenth century Siam, 
andd in particular with King Chulalongkorn. The king was an avid 
Chinawaree and bencharong collector, a pastime of which the Viman 
Mekk collection gives testimony.19 The king - following European 
royall  taste - had several dinner- and tea services decorated with his 
portraitt made. Also bencharong bowls and plates as well as other 
typess of chinaware meant for decoration were made with the king's 
portraitt or other royal symbols, such as King Chulalongkorn's ci-
pher.. Today, contemporary 'King Chulalongorn bencharong' of 
coursee is hard to find, and very expensive. There is, however, ample 
productionn of new 'King Chulalongkorn bencharong,' as is 'King 
Bhumiboll  bencharong.9 For those who cannot afford porcelain, 
theree is cheap melamine imitation King Chulalongkorn bencharong. 

Thee gemstones in the wreath are lilac-pink because pink is 
'Kingg Chulalongkorn's colour.' In Thailand much more importance 
iss attributed to one's day of birth - that is, the day of the week one 
wass born — then to one's date of birth. For the Thai, each day of the 
weekk has its own colour, which is considered auspicious for people 
bornn that day. King Chulalongkorn was born on a Tuesday, which' 
colourr is pink.20 This 'implies' that the king's favourite colour was 
pink.. Finally, the display of King Bhumibol portraits around that of 
Kingg Chulalongkorn visualises the familial and spiritual connection 
betweenn the two kings. 

Sirr Thomas Sanderson, a British diplomat in Bangkok wrote in 1892:'Not long 
agoo the King took a fancy to making a collection of rare China in sets (...). The 
wholee official world goes about the country in search of rare china: they would go 
andd would divest themselves of their high rank and haughtiness and stoop low to 
beg,, borrow, purchase and use threats to obtain the object of their wishes from the 
poorr and the rich (T.H. Sanderson in Brailey 1989:54). According to Sanderson, 
thee king favoured those who brought him nice objects, while those who did not 
succeedd were neglected by purpose (ibid.). 
200 The colours of the other weekdays are as follows: red for Sunday, yellow for 
Monday,, green for Wednesday, orange for Thursday, blue for Friday, purple for 
Saturday. . 
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TheThe wreath of the SaiJai Thai Foundation 
(seee figure 18) 
Thee Sai Jai Thai Foundation {munithi sai chai thai) is a charity 
dedicatedd to the support of (the families of) military, policemen and 
civilianss who died or became injured or disabled while defending 
theirr country. The Sai Jai Thai Foundation is closely connected with 
thee present royal family. The foundation is under royal patronage 
sincee 1975, with Princess Sirindhora (the crown princess) as its 
president.. Moreover, images of King Bhumibol and Queen Sirikit 
visitingg wounded soldiers in field hospitals in the framework of the 
foundation'ss activities in the sixties and seventies still are part and 
parcell  of present regular television programmes on King Bhumibol 
andd the monarchy.21 

Thee foundation's 1996 wreath was executed as a sixteen-
pointedd gold brocade star, again with imitation gemstones, lilac-
pink,, articulating the contours of the wreath. The symbol of the or-
ganisation,, a dark-red heart with the map of Thailand and thick 
dropss of blood dripping from the heart, dominates the design.22 To 
thee left side of the blood drops we see a portrait of the king mounted 
inn a golden frame above pink and white artificial flowers. The right 
lowerr corner is decorated with a bunch of more lavishly coloured 
artificiall  flowers, even including littl e birds. 

Throughh the articulation (three-dimensional and brownish 
red)) of the already dramatic Sai Chai Thai symbol, this wreath ex-
udess nationalistic sentiments. The positioning of the king's portrait 
nextt to the drops of blood adds to the dramatic effect. The message 
off  the composition is difficult to miss: as did King Chulalongkorn, 
thee Sai Jai Thai Foundation (under royal patronage) strives for the 
maintenancee of the Thai nation. The activities of the Sai Jai Founda-
tion,, its appeal to nationalist sentiments and its very existence 
shouldd be understood against the background of the cold war and 
thee fight against communism or, more generally, the 'fighting [of] 
alll  sorts of "enemies" to protect the nation' (Thongchai 1994:137). 

211 See Chapter V for more details about this category of television programs. 
222 The foundation's actual emblem consists of a (purple) pagoda-shaped back-
ground,, with the royal emblem in gold, positioned above the heart in red, the map 
inn white and drops of blood in red being the foreground. 
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TheThe wreath of the Ratchasetthi Art School 
(seee figure 19) 
Thee Ratchasetthi Art School is named after a member of the 
Ratchasetthii  family, probably its founder. The name, more precisely 
thee prefix ratcha- (royal), indicates that the family is of Chinese 
backgroundd and got its Thai family name from King Chulalongkom 
ass a reward for some particular merit. The part setthi (rich person) 
suggestss that this merit was of financial nature.23 

Thee wreath of Ratchasetthi Art School (rongrian ratchaset-
thithi sinlapakam) is designed in the shape of a peacock displaying its 
fan.. Against a blue and gold brocade background a large variety of 
smalll  circular and oval portraits of King Chulalongkom form the 
fan'ss eyes. Artificial gemstones in appropriate colours add to the 
fan'ss splendour. Under the protruding peacock's body the wreath is 
decoratedd with yellow and white flowers and a small traditional gar-
landd of jasmine and pink roses. 

Withh this wreath the Ratchasetthi Art School has really 
madee an effort to live up to its name. This three-dimensional pea-
cockk with its skilfully applied details is an exceptional piece of 
work.. There is not much symbolism in the wreath, except for that 
thee peacock belongs to the category of mythical animals inhabiting 
thee sphere of nirvana, and is associated with royalty and Buddhism 
(seee Wales 1992 [1931]:167). The wreath represents the art school 
becausee of its extraordinary design, and obviously was made at the 
schooll  itself. The similarities between this wreath and the former 
twoo make clear that they all were made by the school. Together, the 
wreathss form one big advertisement for Ratchasetthi Art School. 
Thee fact that this school made the other two wreaths - or at least 
hadd its wreath made by the same artist - might indicate how these 
organisations,, all in one way or another involved in maintaining and 
shapingg national identity, irrespective of their different fields of ac-
tivity ,, are part of a nationalist network. Generally, art schools teach 
Thaii  traditional arts and are actively involved in the creation and 
propagationn of Thai identity. 

Forr this interpretation I am indebted to Sermsee Boonsoot. 
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TheThe wreath of the Worarat School 
(seee figure 20) 
II  cannot provide much background information on the Worarat 
Schooll  (worarat suksa, a private primary school). But, since it is a 
privatee elementary (suksa) school its pupils wil l probably come 
fromfrom the more well-to-do families. 

Thee wreath of Worarat School is entirely made of polysty-
renee foam. The wreath has the shape of a pagoda. From top to bot-
tom,, the wreath is decorated with gold painted symbols amidst gold 
paintedd flowers, to start with the royal emblem (phra maha chai 
mongkut,mongkut, the Great Crown of Victory). In front of the emblem 
floats,, as it were, the Thai number five in pink. Immediately under 
thee emblem there is a traditional royal war helmet with sword, the 
swordd possibly representing the Venerated Sword of Victory (phra 
saengsaeng khan chai si). The helmet leans on the middle tooth of a tri-
dentt (trisun), which in its turn rests on a discus with knives (chak). 
Onn the left and the right two guardian angels each hold a spear with 
banner.. A hand-painted portrait of the king on polystyrene foam 
demarcatess the transition from heaven (blue) to earth (red). The 
decorationss left and right of the portrait represent temple doors. At 
thee bottom we see a lower arm and a broken chain below it. 

Thee design is full of meaning. The pagoda shape places the 
wreathh in a religious context. The royal emblem is one of the rega-
lia,, as is the Sword of Victory. The pink ' 5' refers to the fact that 
Kingg Chulalongkorn was the fifth king of the Chakri dynasty 
(ratchahan(ratchahan thi ha). The helmet and sword refer to Thai kings as 
royall  warriors, and defenders of the independence of the kingdom. 
Thee trident and the discus are the traditional regalia of the Chakri 
dynasty,, as they are believed to have been the weapons of General 
Chakri.. The positioning of the portrait refers to the belief that King 
Chulalongkornn has been a king who, during his reign, belonged 
bothh to the world of ordinary people (lokiya) and to the world of the 
enlightenedd (lokutara). Virtuous kings are believed to be sommu-
thithep,thithep, 'assumed divinities.' Finally, the lower arm and the broken 
chainn refer to 'the abolition of slavery.' 

Thee wreath's symbolism referring to the Chakri Dynasty and 
Kingg Chulalongkorn demonstrates the school's intent to create itself 
aa place in the sphere of Thainess, evoking the narratives on inde-
pendencee and the abolition of slavery with a few powerful symbols. 
Byy evoking the narratives, the school also stresses its natural link-
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agee with King Chulalongkorn, the founder of Thai modern educa-
tion. . 

TheThe wreath of '9944231-3' 
(seee figure 21) 
Thee identity of the presenter of this wreath remains hidden behind 
thee phone-number 9944231-3. The wreath, mainly embellished with 
pinkk roses - the king's favourite flower in the King's favourite col-
ourr - consists of a display of sepia-hued well-known photographs of 
Kingg Chulalongkorn. The presenter wishes the beholder 'miracles' 
(phon(phon pathihan), hereby turning the wreath into a huge public Chu-
lalongkornn Day greeting card. But the well-wisher does not leave it 
too miracles, and also wishes 'gifts' (khong khwan) and 'decorations' 
(khong(khong pradap). Apparently, the presenter has a business in auspi-
ciouss gifts, such as King Chulalongkorn portraits: his wreath, itself 
almostt a greeting card, is an advertisement as well. The lower text 
reads:: ' "it is auspicious" (pen mongkhori) to give [such objects to 
matterss concerning] lif e (hai kap chiwii)... home (thi yu asai) ... 
[and]]  office {samnak rigan).' 

Thee presenter of the 9944231-3 wreath clearly cannot appeal 
too any specific linkage with King Chulalongkorn, the monarchy or 
Thaii  identity. The plainness of the wreath's design shows, however, 
thatt the king's effigy alone is sufficient to evoke the myth of the 
Greatt Beloved King. But, precisely because there are no symbols 
referringg to any specific element of the narratives, on this wreath the 
kingg appears as merely the Great Beloved King of all Thai to whom 
thee presenter can relate. 

Thiss small selection from the over four-hundred wreaths presented 
showss how the wreaths fill  the area around the equestrian statue 
withh numerous symbols referring in more or less detail to the myth 
off  the Great Beloved King, of which the statue itself is the ultimate 
symbol.. The myth, however, as we have seen in the previous chap-
ters,, is not fixed and is being reworked continuously. Consequently, 
thee myth, as it is present in the minds of both the participants and 
thee general public, consists of different versions and elaborations. 
Withh the wreaths, therefore, new meaning is carried to the statue in 
thee annual ceremony. However, this remains largely hidden because 
thee symbols remain the same. The wreaths at the base of the eques-
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triann statue connect new and old interpretations of the myth of the 
Greatt  Beloved King with the statue. In this way the annual repeti-
tionn of the momentary ritual  at the statue confirms and sanctions the 
remembrancee of the king in the collective memory as it changes 
overr  time. Here the official ceremony differs essentially from any 
popularr  ritual or  celebration. The official ceremony primaril y links 
thee myth with the statue, while individual worshipping primaril y 
link ss the worshipper  with the king - or  more precisely, with his im-
agee as presented in the myth. This gives the official ceremony pri -
mordialit yy over  any popular  ritual:  it provides a legitimation of the 
imagee of the king on which the popular  worshipping is based. 

Thiss analysis differs from Connerton's interpretation of na-
tionall  commemorative ceremonies as reminding a community 'of its 
identityy as represented by and told in a master  narrative' (1989:70). 
Inn the over-all context of the King Chulalongkorn cult there is no 
needd for  such a reminder  to keep the legend alive in the collective 
memory.. However, the preservation of the annual ritual from 1912 
onwardss certainly wil l have contributed to keeping the myth vital 
andd helped to make the circumstance for  the present cult to evolve. 
Understandingg the wreath laying ceremony as primordia l over  any 
otherr  formal worshipping helps to see why, contrary to intuitio n as 
thiss might be, there is no need to participate in the ceremony: the 
awarenesss that the ritual actually happens, together  with the pres-
encee of the statue, is sufficient for  knowing the myth to be con-
firmed.firmed.  But, more importantly , it contributes to a better 
understandingg of the popularity of the King Chulalongkorn cult: it is 
thee only Thai cult to see its conceptional universe, intentionally or 
not,, formally affirmed by a state ritual at its central object of wor-
ship.. The invariable presence of the statue in the annual state cere-
monyy maintains for  any individual beholder  the sense of the myth 
ass a continuous whole, and of the image of the king as singular  and 
unambiguous.. This unification conceals any differences in interpre-
tation,, those between individual worshippers' renderings, as well as 
betweenn the popular  images of the king and that of the state. Every 
interpretationn goes without saying. They all are a 'natural image' 
(cf.. Barthes 2000 [1972]: 142) of the Great Beloved King, needing 
noo further  explication or  justification . Whether  in the capacity of a 
modernn ruler, Buddhist king, or  personal patron, 'Kin g Chulalong-
korn''  has an eternal, self-evident truth for  every Thai. This natural 
qualityy of King Chulalongkorn corresponds with Barthes' 'very 
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principlee of myth: it transforms history into nature' (ibid.: 129). The 
mythh of the Great Beloved King departs from a historical reality 
(thee very existence of King Chulalongkorn), but by 'abolishing the 
complexityy of human acts,' it provides essences, purifications, clar-
ity,, 'a natural image of this reality' in return (ibid.: 143, 142). To-
getherr with the annual repetition of the commemorative ritual, the 
invariablee presence of the statue confirms this a-historical timeless-
ness:: the statue is not so much a memorial of a past king and past 
events,, but gives King Chulalongkorn presence in the present. 

MuchMuch meaning, many meanings 

Thee overall impression of the celebrations at the equestrian statue is 
onee of contrasting articulations. The popular Chulalongkorn Day 
celebrationss are dominated by fullness and abundance. The official 
Kingg Chulalongkorn commemoration consists of a single, almost 
austere,, wreath laying ceremony. The tidal alternation of fullness 
andd emptiness around the equestrian statue expresses a notable con-
trastt between popular and official celebrations. After the official 
ceremonyy the statue's precincts are visibly most full with meaning, 
whilee most empty of people. During the popular celebrations the 
Royall  Plaza is most full with people, but the meaning they carry to 
orr from the statue remains hidden behind the ubiquitous portraits on 
thee altar tables. 

Thee different scenes at the Royal Plaza, the primary arena of 
competitionn for the control over the king's image, illustrate the ca-
pacityy of the king's image to absorb new meaning. An ability to ab-
sorb,, however, presupposes a certain degree of emptiness. The 
historicall  King Chulalongkorn was 'emptied' to become the 'Great 
Belovedd King' in a Thai myth of modernity and Buddhist moral-
ity.244 The idea of the essential emptiness of a mythical image makes 

Althoughh I am writing from a different perspective, I would like to notice how 
thiss conception of essential emptiness of a mythical image largely parallels La-
can'ss thinking about what he dubbed the point de caption. Reading 'the Great 
Belovedd King' for 'the nation' the following quote would well fit my argument: 
'Inn the point de caption a particular signifier is called to incarnate a function be-
yondd its concreteness, it is "emptied" from its particular signification in order to 
representt fullness in general and be able to articulate a large number of heteroge-

162 162 



clearr  how the myth of the Great Beloved King could acquire so 
muchh meaning and so many meanings: the greater  the degree of 
emptiness,, the greater  the potential to receive almost any filling . 
Thee equestrian statue, testifying - as literall y inscribed on its base -
off  the myth of the people's love for  their  king rather  than of the his-
toricall  person of King Chulalongkorn, is the receptacle par  excel-
lencee for  such filling . 

Life'sLife's contingency 

Inn Chapter  II , I took the presence of the king through his portrai t as 
aa starting point to explain the appeal of the Tuesday evening gather-
ingss at the square. The presence of the king through the equestrian 
statuee enables people to experience the protective and the auspi-
ciouss qualities of the king's barami, the lasting, experienceable ef-
fectt  of the king's meritorious conduct. Another  dimension touched 
uponn was the opportunity worshippers have to sacralise objects 
withoutt  any intermediary, like a monk or  spirit medium. By con-
ductingg the proper ritual  at the statue they can establish a direct link 
withh the king's spirit themselves. 

Whenn focussing on the ritualised aspects, the ways King 
Chulalongkornn and other  spirits are approached have much in 
common,, like offering favourite food and flowers, burning incense 
andd lighting candles, praying khatha and pledging to make a votive 
offeringg when a wish comes true.25 The worshipper  establishes a 
personall  contact with the divine through an individual ritual. A  ma-
jorr  difference with other  spirit cults, though, as Nithi rightfull y ob-
serves,, is that in the case of the 'Kin g Chulalongkorn ritual'  one can 
havee one's objects sacralised in this divine contact. In this respect, 
thee spontaneous, massive, public, individuall y conducted sacralisa-
tionn rites at the equestrian statue are surely a new phenomenon. The 
mass-producedd booklets, tapes and leaflets specifying how to con-
ductt  the appropriate ritual  contribute to the cult's distinctly modern 
characterr  and its appeal to the middle class. 

neouss signifiers. The nation is clearly such an empty signifier that serves as a 
pointpoint de capiton uniting the whole community ... (Stavrakakis 1999:80). 

Seee for instance Terwiel's description of the Thai city pillar cult (1978). 
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Howw easy, convenient and positive approaching the king's 
spiritt may seem, dealing with divine powers is never entirely with-
outt danger, even when the power of a meritorious king is con-
cerned.. Apart from love and gratitude, King Chulalongkorn also 
inspiress awe and anxiety. Feelings of awe easily evoke a physical 
response,, like shivers or goose bumps, for example when the king's 
namee unexpectedly is mentioned during a conversation, or when 
peoplee suddenly are confronted with his portrait. Feelings of anxi-
ety,, for example, are articulated in certain stories about the horse of 
thee equestrian statue, or the idea that one cannot take anything home 
fromm the square without asking the king's permission. 

Thee story on how King Chulalongkorn tamed the wild horse 
(Chapterr I) showed already that the horse of the statue may be iden-
tifiedd as the ferocious, fearsome animal from France. It is 'known' 
thatt the horse can be dangerous for those who do not show the ap-
propriatee respect and demeanour. A couple once told me - without 
referringg to this particular story - that the horse punishes people 
who,, intentionally or not, evoke its anger. Such people may sud-
denlyy disappear, they may have been eaten by the horse. With re-
gardd to the idea that one should not take anything from the square 
rightright away, I was told the following story. A German had taken 
somee soil from the flower bed around the statue to his home country 
[?!].. Once back in Germany, the man got seriously ill . His Thai wife 
understoodd the cause of his illness and urged him to return the soil 
too the statue. Being a true farang, the man refused to give in to 
'suchh nonsense' and consequently he died.26 

Worshipperss who believe in the potential danger of such 
violationss (certainly not everyone believes so) wil l not even carry 
awayy a King Chulalongkorn object bought at the square without 
askingg the king's permission. This implies - contrary to Nithi's ob-
servationn - a ritual for which they lack the proper knowledge or 
abilities,, and have to call upon the assistance of an intermediary. 
Since,, as far as I know, only one person at the square renders such 
assistance,, I wil l call him The Intermediary. 

Thee motive of immediate retaliation upon taking away something from a sacred 
placee without consent is paralleled in other stories. See, for instance, Terwiel for a 
storyy about a child which became seriously il l after taking away some incense 
stickss from a shrine (1994:50-51) or The Bangkok Post Horizons Feature of April 
24,, 1997 for a story on special stones which should not be taken from a cave on 
Hatt Nai Plao Beach in Nakhon Si Thammarat Province. 
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Thee Intermediary addresses the statue by uttering magic 
formulaa (khatha) in what people explained to me as being divine 
languagee (phasa thep), a language that ordinary humans cannot 
speakk or  understand. The Intermediary' s behavior  and appearance 
weree remarkable, and in strikin g contrast with that of the people 
askingg for  his mediation. He was shabby, skinny, and aggressive 
andd reminded in all aspects of his appearance more of a beggar  than 
off  a religious expert. The men and women in need for  his help gen-
erallyy were, to judge from their  appearance, well-to-do middle class 
people.. How could a man who clearly represents the seamy side of 
societyy become the 'mediator'  between the king and his - at least in 
termss of material well-being - societally successful fellow coun-
trymen?? He represented everything people wanted to stay far  from: 
thee possibility of societal failure, their  probably humble or  poor 
background,, the fragile basis their  new wealth is build on. Except 
whenn needing his mediation, people indeed stayed far  from him. I 
didd not find anybody who could provide me with more details on 
whoo he was and why he possessed these abilities or  knowledge. 
Thosee who said that they did not believe in the Intermediary' s 
qualitiess called him a swindler, of course. The position of this man 
inn the cult at the square reveals some of the ambiguity of the 
square'ss atmosphere, which is not loaded with positive sentiments 
only.. Maybe precisely because the Intermediary was the personifi-
cationn of many of the uncanny feelings and fears that accompany 
middle-classs lif e - which cannot be expressed openly - he could 
becomee a mediator. Pacifying this repugnant figure may ward off 
thee contingencies of lif e against which his clients seek refuge with 
thee king. This 'dark side' looming behind the King Chulalongkorn 
cultt  also circulates in the form of certain stories, or  maybe better, 
rumors. . 

Inn 1997, both in Bangkok and Chiang Mai, within a few 
monthss several people told me that in Bangkok a house was totally 
destroyedd by fire, except for  a portrai t of King Chulalongkorn that 
miraculouslyy had survived the fire undamaged. A friend told me 
thatt  I probably had heard about the story several times because it 
hadd been front page news in Thai Rath. Some time later  I heard the 
samee story again, though with the alteration that the house was in 

277 Spirit mediums often are supposed to be able to speak phasa thep. Also the 
abbott of Wat Doi Chang regularly spoke in phasa thep. 
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Chiangg Mai instead of in Bangkok. Then, again a few weeks later, 
aa woman told me the following story, which she in her turn had 
heardd from a German friend. This friend had just opened a bar in 
Bangkok.. Among other things, he had decorated the bar with an 
enormouss portrait of King Chulalongkorn. Then a Thai customer 
camee in and looked at the portrait. He told the German that he could 
nott keep the portrait. If he would keep it, a fire would destroy the 
wholee bar except for the portrait. According to the woman, the man 
hadd said: 'Look at the moustache. Can you see there is a small piece 
missingg in the middle? And did you hear the news about the burned 
housee and the King Chulalongkorn portrait that was not damaged at 
all?? Also on that portrait exactly the same piece was missing from 
thee moustache.' 

Thee danger implied by the above story, as well as by the 
meditationn sought with the odd figure of the Intermediary, in my 
interpretation,, point to the fears and uncertainties that are part of 
middlee class life, and helps to explain how the King Chulalongkorn 
cultt and related phenomena arise. The fire in the story and the out-
wardd appearance of the Intermediary represent some of life's most 
fearedd contingencies: losing a house or business by disaster and 
comingg down in life. The story and the seeking of the Intermedi-
ary'ss mediation also indicate how to avert danger and to allay fear. 
First,, there is the way of ritual. The stories about the incomplete 
portraitt and the necessity of mediation when taking something from 
thee square show that ritual, however, requires ritual exactness, the 
forsakingg of which may turn protective powers into the opposite. 
Next,, as we have seen in Chapter II , ritual only works under the 
conditionn of moral conduct. The horse even may punish incorrect 
behaviorr in general, which shows that, also apart from the direct 
contextt of ritual, moral conduct has supernatural implications. 
Whenn moral conduct gets supernatural consequences the distinction 
betweenn ritual and morals fades. The following story illustrates this 
twilight:: did Somphop fail to show the proper respect or did he fail 
too conduct a ritual properly? 

Thee content of such stories is remarkably persistent. Nithi presents a very simi-
larr story: in Chiang Mai, a fire destroyed a house, but left a King Chulalongkorn 
altarr undamaged. Newspapers as well as television paid ample attention to the 
miraclee (1993:23). This miracle is thus a recurring theme, comparable to Bin 
Banlerut'ss (the movie star) miraculous salvation from a car accident, and equally 
partt of the body of stories on the powers of the king. 
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Somphop,, the owner  of a small transport business, told me 
thee following experience. Around New Year  - as most Thai 
doo - he cleaned his house, and also wanted to dust off his 
Kin gg Chulalongkorn portrait . He took a small brush, apolo-
gizedd to the king that he was going to touch him and cleaned 
thee portrait . That evening, many hours later, the portrai t 
suddenlyy fell down. Although it was hanging at least two 
meterss above the floor, amazingly enough, the portrait' s 
glasss was not broken. This incident, according to Somphop 
trul yy demonstrates that King Chulalongkorn portrait s pos-
sesssess magical power  (sing saksit) and that one has to be care-
ful.. It was not for  an ordinary cause that the portrai t had 
fallen.. The house had been quiet and the nail was still in the 
wall.. The portrai t had fallen because he had made an impor-
tantt  mistake: instead of using a clean piece of cloth to clean 
thee portrai t with his own hands, he had used something as 
loww (khong tarn) and dirt y as a brush. 

ChulalongkornChulalongkorn Day at a spirit medium's residence 

AA pantheon of spirits 
Onn October  23,1998, Chulalongkorn Day also was celebrated at the 
residencee (tamnak)29 of Mae Wan, a spirit medium in Saraphi, a dis-
tric tt  bordering on Chiang Mai city. The residence, a white-painted 
modernn building of approximately six by twelve meters with luxu-
riousrious steps leading to a tinted glass facade, resembles the style often 
usedd for  banks and other  urban buildings. But the King Chulalong-
kornn statue in front reveals that this is no ordinary office. Inside, 
nextt  to another  statue of King Chulalongkorn, large statues of the 
holyy historical monks Luang Pu Thuat (1582-?), Somdet To (somdet 
phraphra putthachan (to phrom rangsi)) (1788-1872), and Khru Ba Sri 
Wichaii  (1878-1939) are arranged against the rear  wall.30 Although, 
judgingg from the outside, one would have expected the building to 
bee air-conditioned, the interior  is modest, with fans and littl e furni -

TamnakTamnak literally means 'princely residence' or 'palace,' but is also used to refer 
too the abode of a medium. 
300 The backgrounds of Somdet To and Luang Pu Thuat wil l be dealt with in 
Chapterr IV. For more details on Khru Ba Sri Wichai, see below. 
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ture.. The tamnak sharply contrasts with the traditional teak house 
onn poles a few meters further, where Mae Wan and her husband are 
living.. The garden is decorated with a modest statue of the Chinese 
goddesss Kuan Im (chao mae kuan im) with a shrine, and a (broken) 
fountainn with the earth goddess Thorani. 

Maee Wan - a woman in her fifties - has been a medium for 
Kingg Chulalongkorn's spirit since 1992. Her career as a spirit me-
diumm started when she was seventeen, not long after she had given 
birthh to her first child. At that time she became seriously ill . Regular 
medicall  treatment could not cure her. Then her mother took her to 
seee a spirit medium (mae khi ma, chao song or  rang song) who told 
herr that she only would regain her health if she accepted the spirit(s) 
thatt wanted to posses her. Since she did, Mae Wan has recovered 
fromm her illness and has been the medium for an increasing number 
off  spirits. 

Thee case of Mae Wan follows to a large extent what has 
beenn written earlier about the attainment of female centred spirit 
possessionn in Northern Thailand (Irvine 1982; Wijeyewardene 
1986)) as well as about spirit possession in many other societies: 

Inn the 'primary' phase, women become il l in contexts of 
domesticc strife and their complaints are diagnosed as pos-
session.. The 'secondary' phase is inaugurated when posses-
sionn bouts become chronic, and the afflicted wife is inducted 
intoo what may become permanent membership of the pos-
sessionn cult group (Lewis 1986:93). 

Ultimately,, a woman might become a shaman - like the medium 
whoo cured Mae Wan - being able to control and heal spirit afflic-
tionss in others (ibid.). This close association of women with spirit 
possessionn has generally been analysed in the context of 'the on-
goingg debate about authority relationships between the sexes' (Ir-
vinee 1982:240b).' (..) [W]e are dealing with a wide-spread strategy 
employedd by women to achieve ends which they cannot readily ob-
tainn more directly' (Lewis: 1969:85), to be found in all 'those socie-
tiess in which men hold a secure monopoly of the major power 
positionss and deny their partners effective jural equality' (ibid.:87). 
Lambekk (1993) has extended this debate by providing a focus on, in 
hiss terms, the 'know-how' of spirit possession. The identities of the 
possessingg spirits alter the identity of the medium, her social rela-
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tionss and the power configurations that are shaped in the process of 
possession.. Lambek perceives possession as an alternative form of 
knowledge,, operating in the context of the dominant body of 
knowledge,, in the Thai case that of Theravada Buddhism, irrespec-
tivee of the * uneasy' relationship between the two. The people using 
Maee Wan's services are faithful Buddhists, and so is Mae Wan. 
Bothh spirit possession and Buddhism offer knowledge from which 
people,, in Lambek's line of thought, can freely and variously draw. 
Insteadd of a mere functional-pragmatic approach to spirit possession 
ass a counterhegemonic strategy of the dominated, spirit possession 
shouldd also be considered as a public context in which knowledge 
circulates,, is constituted and understood, which in its turn is re-
workedd into 'personal and moral configurations of thought and ac-
tion'' (1993:395). 

Theree is much truth in both approaches. However, in terms 
off  personal freedom, professional status and economic power, the 
positionn of women in Thai society differs strongly from that of 
womenn in male-dominated Muslim societies, which form the major-
ityy of cases on which Lewis' study is based. Still, in the Thai public 
domainn (see also below), which includes official Buddhism, men 
aree dominant. In this situation, mediumship may provide an oppor-
tunityy for women to increase their influence. In my analysis of Chu-
lalongkornn Day at Mae Wan's residence and of the 'King 
Chulalongkornn spirit possession sessions' I attempt to do justice to 
bothh the economical and societal gains that spirit possession cults 
cann bring for mediums and their entourage, and possession as part 
off  a discourse in which knowledge is constituted, interpreted and 
exchanged.. Spirit possession sessions are complicated events, con-
stitutedd by simultaneous processes of interaction between the me-
dium,, the spirit(s), and the audience. By implication, spirit 
possessionn sessions serve a wide variety needs, fulfi l a wide variety 
off  functions and allow multiple interpretation. My account of Mae 
Wann and her clientele will touch upon many of these aspects. 

Thee first spirit that ever came to possess Mae Wan is the tu-
telaryy spirit Chao La (Lord La). The spirit possesses Mae Wan al-
mostt daily and he is the spirit that Mae Wan's clients come to 
consultt most. Chao La belongs to the category of deities (thewada) 
thatt Wijeyewardene has defined as 'non-descriptive (...) whose 
namess may come from legends now obscure' (1986:207), 'a miscel-
laneouss grab-all' (ibid.:220). Indeed, I did not get much further in-
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formationn than that Chao La was the spirit of a boy of nine years 
old,, coming from a distant and unknown past, but connected to the 
area.. The characteristics of Chao La largely fit Irvine's description 
off  the stereotype of 'the Small Lord' (chao noi), one of the three 
(traditional)) spirit stereotypes mediums use 'to construct identities 
forr their possessing spirits' (1982:253): 

Chaoo Noi (...) is a shy, inexperienced, ignorant, unassertive 
child,, a convenient role for spirit mediums to play in the ini-
tiall  stages of their careers. 

Thee lord is also a spoilt, mischievous, irresponsible 
adolescent,, a smart 'spoilt brat', whose 'good sense of dress' 
iss acted out by the medium when she uses expensive silk or 
scarvess to improve on the standard uniform used by most 
chao:: a long, bright coloured bathing cloth (...) tied at the 
waist,, a head scarf worn tight to the skin and dark glasses 
(ibid.:256). . 

Chaoo La never wore glasses, but always looked smart in his bright 
redd appearance. People come to consult Chao La for healing and 
fortunee telling, as well as to ask for remedies or advice for a variety 
off  problems. Since the spirit of King Chulalongkorn also comes to 
mountt (khi ma) Mae Wan, Chao La serves as, as he calls it, the 
guidee (kait) of King Chulalongkorn, making all the preparations 
necessaryy to lead the spirit of the king to the tamnak at certain 
times. . 

Besidess Chao La and King Chulalongkorn many other spir-
itss use Mae Wan as their medium. Also these spirits are deities (as 
opposedd to ghosts, phi).31 The deities Chao Noi and Chao Phi be-
longg to the same category as Chao La,32 but do not possess the me-
diumm very often. They come at special occasions like the yearly 

311 Deities are believed to live on a higher plane of existence - one of the heavenly 
abodess - then ghosts, who are considered to roam the earth (or hell). Ghosts are 
mostlyy associated with malevolence or with the souls of people who died vio-
lently,, such as through murder or in a traffic accident (phi tai hong) (see also Wi-
jeyewardenee 1986:167). 

Chaoo Phi is the elder brother of Chao La, Chao Noi the younger brother. Ir-
vine'ss Small Lord sterotype applies to Mae Wan's Chao La and Chao Noi. They 
aree thus very similar but can be clearly distinguished by their different dresses. 
Seee Wijeyewardene for a more detailed description of (a female) 'Chao Noi,' 
whichh thus also applies very well to Chao La (1986:222-223). 
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'raisingg of the teacher'  (yok khru) ceremony. A very different 
categoryy of spirits (irregularly ) possessing Mae Wan are those of 
thee monks Somdet To, Luang Pu Thuat and Khru Ba Sri Wichai. 
Forr  Northern Thailand, the manifestation of these monks' spirits 
probablyy is a rather  recent phenomenon.34 In Wijeyewardene's 
studyy not a single reference is made to the spirits of these monks, 
whilee Irvin e (aroundl982) made the observation that some 'mod-
ern''  spirit mediums 'claim to be possessed' by Somdet To. In the 
samee paragraph Irvin e notes that: 'One spirit medium even says that 
herr  most senior  caw [chao] are none other  than King Chulalongkorn 
himselff  (...) and his son, King Wachirawut (...)'  (Irvin e 
1984:318).35 5 

Ass Chao La and some of the regular  clients of Mae Wan told 
me,, the spirits of the monks and the spirit of King Chulalongkorn 
alll  came for  the first  time in 1992. Later, two more spirits appeared: 
thee spirits of two of the king's wives, namely Chao Dara Rachami 
andd Mae Bua Khiaw. Chao Dara Rachami was the daughter  of Phra 
Chaoo Inthanon (r. 1870-1897) the vassal ruler  of Chiang Mai, and 
thee king's only wife from Chiang Mai. The history of Mae Bua 
Khiaww is unclear. I was told that she was the king's wife from Wi-
angg Kalong in Chiang Rai, another  Northern Thai city. 

Thee yok khru ceremony is an annual ritual organised by the medium to honour 
herr possessing spirits' most senior spirit, the so-called teacher (khru) spirit. 
344 This is certainly not the case for central Thailand. Suchart Kusitiwong (the 
founderr of the Huppha Sawan, which organisation wil l be the subject of Chapter 
IV)) was a medium for both Somdet To and Luang Pu Thuat already in the late 
sixties. . 
355 This relatively recent identification of mediums with modern heroes of North-
ernn Thai and national Thai history leads Irvine to distinguish between modern 
(urban)) spirit mediums and traditional (rural) spirit mediums. Except for the im-
portancee attributed to nationalistic ideology, modern spirit mediumship also em-
phasisess the medium's Buddhist qualities. Modern and traditional mediumship 
'markk the extreme poles of a continuum on which differently "traditional" and 
"modern""  mediumship positions can be placed' (Irvine 1984:322, note 6). Mae 
Wann is a good example of a spirit medium who freely combines traditional spirit 
mediumshipp (the stereotypical, non-Buddhist figure of Chao La) with its modern 
variantt (the national hero King Chulalongkorn, and the holy monks). 
366 Chao Dara Rachami is object of a wider veneration in Northern Thailand. Here, 
thee King Chulalongkorn cult offers an opportunity for regional elaborations ex-
pressingg regional identity. Northern Thai identity, however, was no specific topic 
off  my research. For modern spirit mediumship and Northern Thai identity, see 
Morriss 2000. 
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Maee Wan, like most mediums, is never possessed by any 
spirit,, even not by Chao La, on Buddhist holidays and Wednesdays 
(cf.. Wijeyewardene 1986:192). As Mae Wan said to me: 'Chao La 
knowss that I need some rest too. He makes me tired and that's why 
hee does not come on Wednesdays. I also need some time to do 
shoppingg or to visit relatives.' 

Thatt a single spirit medium functions as the vehicle for such 
aa variety of spirits in Thailand is a common phenomenon. There is a 
generall  tendency to incorporate mythological deities and historical 
figuress from Bangkok urban culture and national history into 
Northernn Thai spirit medium practices (Irvine 1984; Tanabe 1996). 
Tanabee gives a twofold interpretation of this process. Firstly, he fol-
lowss the general interpretation of female possession cults. The wide 
arrayy of spirits contributes to female appropriation of traditionally 
malee domains of power. In Thai society most domains of public and 
supernaturall  power are male dominated: religion, monkhood, ad-
ministration,, politics, law enforcement, and many forms of power-
full  magic. By staging spirits from these domains, female spirit 
mediumss derive their supernatural power from the power of the 
domainss involved. Secondly, the recent appearance of spirits of fig-
uress from national history, or nation-wide venerated holy monks, 
enabless the medium to cater to a wider public beyond the originally 
rurall  setting of Northern Thai mediumship. Fragments of knowl-
edgee from different sources are freely and flexibly combined in the 
mediums'' performances (ibid.: 11). With the latter statement Tanabe 
seemss to come close to Lambek. But, by stating that these frag-
mentss of knowledge from new sources are used to attract a new 
publicc Tanabe, interprets the role of knowledge in the possession 
rituall  merely in terms of the medium's pursuit of power, instead of 
acknowledgingg possession as a particular mode of knowledge. 

Inn the following section I wil l demonstrate how, the state, 
statee rituals and the idiom of state-dominated history have blended 
intoo the amalgam of present-day spirit medium practice. The cele-
brationn of Chulalongkorn Day described below illustrates how Bud-
dhistt ceremonies, traditional tutelary spirit cults, national heroes, 
andd state ritual are incorporated into one big event, orchestrated by 
thee spirit medium and attended by a diverse public. The Mae Wan 
Chulalongkornn Day celebration of 1998 combined four events: an 
initial,, Buddhist ceremony, a wan piya maharat wreath laying 
ceremony,, a possession session with the spirit of King Chulalong-
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kom,, and finally,  the ceremony of offering robes to monks at the 
endd of the Buddhist Lent (thot kathin), which is a traditional rich 
person'ss way of making merit. The latter  ceremony took place in 
thee afternoon at the temple of a small village at a one hour's drive 
fromm the medium's residence. For  my analysis it is not necessary to 
describee the kathin ceremony in detail, but the fact that Mae Wan 
hadd a kathin ceremony organised on Chulalongkorn Day should be 
keptt  in mind, as the inclusion of such rituals contributes to the gen-
erall  appeal of such popular  Chulalongkorn Day celebrations. 

TheThe initial  ceremony 
Ass every other  important event in Mae Wan's tamnak, Chulalong-
kornn Day started with a Buddhist ceremony. Five monks from 
neighbouringg temples had been invited to conduct the ceremony, 
whichh was scheduled to start at 9:30 AM. Before the ceremony be-
gan,, Chao La was very busy, directing all kind of instructions. Upon 
arriva ll  of the monks, the spirit of Chao La left and Mae Wan took 
herr  place among the audience, which was about twice as large as 
usual.. Some one hundred people had come, among whom also quite 
aa few people who I never, or  rarely, had seen during ordinary pos-
sessionn sessions. 

Aboutt  three-quarters of the regular  visitors were women. 
Theyy came from a wide range of districts: Hang Dong, Lamphun, 
Maee Tang, San Patong, San Kamphaeng, Saraphi, and, of course, 
fromm Chiang Mai City self. In social status they largely ranked be-
tweenn lower  urban middle class and villager  {chao ban). The latter 
aspectt  rather  accurately reflects the socio-economic environment of 
thee tamnak and that of the above districts, which are also neither 
urbann nor  rural . In all these areas, densely-built villages and some 
smalll  recent estate developments alternate with paddy fields and 
orchards.. Many families still partly depend on the income from 
theirr  yearly harvest of fruit  or  rice. But, they also depend on the city 
forr  work (as a servant, policeman, or  tailor , for  instance) and 
(higher)) education. 

Furthermore,, it is important to mention the group of five 
middle-agedd ladies who, with their  semi-traditional silk clothes, ex-
tensivee make-up, hair-do, golden jewellery and huge King Chu-
lalongkornn medallions (lokhet), fully met the ideal Thai middle 
classs woman. These women knew each other  and, as wil l be ad-
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dressedd in more detail below, belonged to the group of 'more im-
portant'' visitors. Other participants not to be counted among the av-
eragee clientele of the medium were the men who performed all 
kindss of tasks in the ceremony. Most senior, after the monks of 
course,, was the makkhanayok, the layman leading the ceremony. 
Otherr men were taking care of the microphones, adjusted fans and 
lights,, and supplied the monks with drinking water. These men dis-
tinguishedd themselves from the majority of the audience by gender, 
byy their active involvement, and by their being unusually well-
dressed. . 

Thee Buddhist ceremony conducted, a sankhathan ceremony, 
tookk about half an hour. After the monks finished chanting, offer-
ingss were presented by three women and two men, all middle class 
people.377 Then the monks left and the Chulalongkorn Day celebra-
tionss were continued outside. There ten memorial wreaths were 
waitingg to be presented at the King Chulalongkorn statue in front of 
thee tamnak. During the presentation, the spirit medium was not pos-
sessed,, but was part of the audience. 

TheThe presentation of the wreaths 
Thee director of a high-school, Prajot Wongchai, presided over this 
partt of the ceremony. He was dressed in his official kharachakan 
(civill  servant) uniform. After opening the ceremony by lighting the 
candlee at the statue, he read the names of the persons and/or organi-
sationss presenting a memorial wreath: 

-- subdistrict headman and village headman (kamnan-phuyaiban) 
-- the joined subdistrict policemen (tamruatchumchon tambori) 
-- Free Magazine (fri  maekasin), a recently established two-monthly 
advertiser r 

Generally,, at such occasions to each of the monks a 'ready to take' saffron-
yelloww bucket, filled with food (instant noodles, drinks) and utensils (tooth-
brushes,, soap), as sold in shops selling temple necessities and supermarkets, is 
donated.. According to Terwiel, in his detailed description of the sangkhatan, the 
ceremonyy can only take place in the morning as monks do not eat after noon 
(19944 [1975]: 177-179). However, I have run into several occasions of 
sangkhathansangkhathan held in the afternoon. Probably, with the coming into existence of 
thee 'ready to buy' buckets with preserved foods only, there is no need anymore to 
immediatelyy eat the presented food. Hence, at present, sangkhathan ceremonies 
cann also take place in the afternoon. 
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-- Om Sin Bank (thanakan om sin) 
-- Police Lt. Colonel (phan tamruat tho) Thanet Singsong 
-- group of followers/pupils (khana luksit) 
-- the group from Rai Na Village, in Lamphun District (khana Ban 
RaiRai Na (Lamphun)) 
-- Daughter  and Consort (lukying lae phrasahai) 
-- Mr  Somkhit Saemphet 
-- high-school director  (phu amnuaikan) Prajot Wongchai 

Whatt  does the ceremony up to this point show? Let me start with 
thee position of the chairman of the ceremony. As he told me after-
wards,, he hardly comes to the tamnak, but he knows Mae Wan be-
causee he is a relative of her  husband. He was asked to preside over 
thiss ceremony as he is a high civil servant (and to my idea the high-
estt  civil servant Mae Wan knows personally). The ceremony at the 
tamnak,tamnak, thus, is arranged according to the same hierarchical struc-
turee as the official ceremonies. At the Chiang Mai Provincial Hall, 
forr  instance, it is the governor, as the most senior  civil servant at the 
provinciall  level, who presides over  the ceremony. At the tamnak 
thiss high-school director  is the highest civil servant present.38 

Beforee the director  could come to the ceremony at the tam-
nak,nak, he had to attend the official Chulalongkorn Day ceremony at 
thee Chiang Mai Provincial Hall. As that ceremony ended around 9 
AM ,, the ceremony at the tamnak could start no earlier  than 9.30 
AM .. The same counts for  the representatives of the local admini-
strationn (kamnan and phuyaiban), the policemen, and some other 
attendantss to the tamnak ceremony: all of them first  had to attend 
onee of the official ceremonies. As a result, they all participated in 
Maee Wan's ceremony in their  official uniforms, which certainly 
contributedd to the formal appearance of the event. 

Thee subdistrict and village headmen, and the local police, 
presentedd a wreath every year. Such wreaths, presented by officials, 
aree kept in the tamnak until they have completely disintegrated or 

Off  course, one could argue which position is higher: that of the director of the 
schooll  or that of the kamnan. However, the positions are difficult to compare. 
KamnanKamnan is an elected (temporary) position, to be held next to one's actual profes-
sionn (for instance that of farmer), while the position of a school director (as is the 
casee with that of a governor) is an appointed, full-time occupation. Furthermore, 
contraryy to the sub-district head and the village headman, the director and the 
governorr both wear the formal, white civil servant uniforms. 
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becomee really dirty. The other wreaths are kept too, but less long. 
Withh this display of wreaths the medium demonstrates her connec-
tionss with the local authorities and their acknowledgement of her 
mediumship.. The significance attributed to the display of these to-
kenss of connection is demonstrated most clearly by the preservation 
off  one particular wreath: that of General Bunsak, a military official 
connectedd to one of the royal palaces in Bangkok. He had presented 
thee wreath on Chulalongkorn Day 1996, a few months before I 
camee to know about the tamnak. In the years before, the general had 
beenn a fervent supporter of the medium. He donated large sums for 
thee construction of the tamnak (which was built in 1992), donated 
mostt of the statues, and regularly came the whole way from Bang-
kokk to consult the medium. At that time he had the rank of Lt. Gen-
erall  (phon tho). In 1996 he was made General (phon ek). According 
too Chao La, as well as several people who had known the general, it 
wass because of the help of King Chulalongkorn that he got his pro-
motion.. Although General Bunsak apparently had lost his interest in 
thee medium after his promotion, this loss of interest was not mutual. 
AA few pictures of him and his wife (taken at the palace) are still at 
theirr prominent places on the altar tables, among statuettes of the 
Buddhaa and holy monks, and pictures and statuettes of King Chu-
lalongkorn.. Chao La often mentioned his name and his support (al-
thoughh less frequently as the time passed by), while pointing to the 
memoriall  wreath or to the pictures (and sometimes even King Chu-
lalongkornn did). At Chulalongkorn Day 1998 the memorial wreath 
wass still there. 

Thee presentation of the memorial wreath by Free Magazine 
wass a novelty. Free Magazine only had come into existence in Au-
gustt 1998. The two-monthly newspaper is freely distributed, it be-
ingg fully financed by the placing of advertisements. As a 
consequently,, Free Magazine contains littl e editorial text and many 
advertisements.. The founder and owner had agreed with Chao La to 
usee the tamnak as one of his distribution points. 

Thee woman presenting the memorial wreath on behalf of the 
Omm Sin Bank was a regular visitor of the spirit medium. She often 
camee to see Chao La for support, but she also attended the sessions 
withh King Chulalongkorn. The woman, in her forties and unmar-
ried,ried, lived in the nearby district town, where she had a lower admin-
istrativee position at a local office of the Om Sin Bank. Often she 
wass very tired, and suffered from a painful back and legs. Chao La 

176 6 



couldd comfort her  by rubbing her  legs with healing roots and short 
massages.. This woman always made a rather  depressed and un-
healthyy overall impression. Her  contacts with the other  women 
amongg the audience were very limited. It seemed as if she had 
hardlyy anything to say or  to share. Her  presentation of the memorial 
wreathh on behalf of the bank, however, was significant. For  one part 
itt  contributed to the prestige of the ceremony. It made the cere-
mony,, so to say, more complete, as also in the official Chulalong-
kornn Day ceremonies banks present memorial wreaths.39 At the 
samee time, the presentation added to her  own prestige at the tam-
nak.nak. Dressed in her  bank employee uniform, she was not the 'extin-
guished''  woman she usually was, but a 'somebody' contributin g 
substantiallyy to an important event. 

Altogetherr  six wreaths were presented by individuals or 
groupss not representing an official institution . Although the Direc-
torr  and the police Lt. Colonel had their  position and rank men-
tioned,, they presented their  wreaths in their  personal capacities. The 
Groupp of Pupils (khana luksit) and the Group from Rai Na Village 
(khana(khana Ban Rai Na (Lamphun)) were different groups of followers 
off  the medium. In my view, the addition of the word khana gave 
theirr  presentation a more formal appearance, similar  to the official 
ceremonyy at the Provincial Hall where almost all wreaths are pre-
sentedd by centres, offices, institutions, schools, groups and so on. 
Thee representatives of those who called themselves khana luksit 
weree the five middle class ladies mentioned earlier. They played a 
significantt  role in the events of the day, as they were closely in-
volvedd with organising the kathin ceremony, later  in the day. 

Thee lukying lae phrasahai (Daughter  and Consort) were a 
Thaii  woman (Wilai ) and her  farang (Western) husband (David), 
whoo first  had come to the tamnak about half a year  before and im-
mediatelyy became intensively involved. The woman told me she 
wass the reincarnation of one of King Chulalongkorn's children: the 
unbornn child of Nang Rua Lorn ('the lady of the capsized boat'). 
NangNang Rua Lorn is the popular  name for  Queen Sunanda Ku-
mariratana,, one of the most beloved queens of King Chulalongkorn. 
Onn May 31, 1880, the queen, her  daughter, and her  unborn child all 
diedd when their  boat capsized on their  way to Bang Pa-In Palace in 

399 Personally, I wonder whether the bank's employee had asked or obtained per-
missionn to present the wreath in name of the bank. 
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Ayutthayaa Province. Their death was all the more tragic as they 
mightt have been saved if it would not have been forbidden for 
commonerss to touch members of the royal family. After the acci-
dentt the king changed the law and lifted the prohibition. Further-
more,, he erected a memorial for his beloved wife in the gardens of 
Bangg Pa-In palace. The memorial, containing the ashes of the 
queen,, consists of a marble obelisk with inscription. 

Thee Nang Rua Lorn memorial stands next to the Raja-
NusornNusorn (Rememberance) memorial. The latter memorial was built 
inn 1888 to commemorate a consort, a daughter and two sons of 
Kingg Chulalongkorn who all had died in 1887. Different from the 
austeree Nang Rua Lorn memorial, the Raja-Nusorn memorial has no 
inscriptions.. On each side of the base a marble bust, decorated with 
marble-carvedd flowers, depicts one of the four deceased. 

Wilaii  told me about her and her husband's relationship with 
Kingg Chulalongkorn. Some time ago she had been visiting Bang Pa-
inn Palace, something she had wanted for a long time already. She 
alsoo went to see the memorial of Nang Rua Lorn. Looking at the 
memoriall  she was overwhelmed by a very strong sensation of sad-
ness.. There was, of course, no bust of the unborn child.40 At the 
momentt she realised this, she knew that she was the reincarnation of 
thiss child. Not much later she learned about the tamnak of Mae 
Wan.. Although she never had been here before, at her first visit the 
kingg immediately recognised her as his daughter (lukying), which 
reconfirmedd her feeling. For Wilai this event made her feel 'coming 
home.' ' 

Herr husband, on the wreath referred to as Consort, had 
foundd out that he had come to Thailand in a previous lif e during the 
reignn of King Chulalongkorn. At the time he had been an Austrian 
generall  and he had become an advisor and friend to the court. Wilai 
hadd recognised him on an old photograph with the king and other 
memberss of the court taken in Russia. l Because both Wilai and 
Davidd had shared a relationship with King Chulalongkorn in a pre-

Wilaii  thus actually had her experience at the Raja-Nusorn monument. 
411 The photograph Wilai refers to was taken on July 10, 1897 in the gardens of 
Alexandraa Palace in St Petersburg. King Chulalongkorn, Crown Prince Vajira-
vudh,, and Tsar Nicolas II with his wife and sister are seated in front. Behind King 
Chulalongkornn stands a European man, whom David resembles very much in-
deed.. This man, however, is not an Austrian general but Count Muravieff, the 
Russiann Minister of Foreign Affairs (see A Pictoral Record ... p. 180). 
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viouss life, they have found each other  again in this life. At the tam-
nak,nak, the king had personally approved their  relationship in the 
knowledgee that David, as an old confidant, wil l take good care of 
hiss daughter. 

Exceptt  for  the wreath presented by Wilai and David, none of 
thee Chulalongkorn memorial wreaths at the tamnak of Mae Wan 
carriedd symbols indicating a specific linkage of the presenters with 
thee king, or  their  identity. All wreaths displayed a portrai t of the 
kingg with flower decorations. Withi n this fashion the design of the 
wreathh of Wilai and David was exceptional because in all its plain-
nesss it expressed their  link with the king 'for  those who know.' First 
off  all this wreath was bigger  and more elaborate than the other 
wreaths.. It was shaped in the form of a heart, heavily lined with 
beautiful,, freshly-opened pink roses. The shape refers, of course, to 
thee particular  relations and emotions involved (father  - daughter; 
father-in-laww - son-in-law; employer  - close advisor). The portrai t 
onn the wreath, a photograph which is generally believed to depict 
Kin gg Chulalongkorn as a young boy with Somdet To (see figure 
22),, breathes a general atmosphere of confidence, intimacy and mu-
tuall  respect.42 Wilai may have selected this particular  photograph 
forr  the wreath because this atmosphere indirectly reflects her  posi-
tionn as a daughter  once more. 

Ass we saw, the ceremony at the tamnak follows the patterns 
off  the ceremonies organised at the centres of administration. 'Rep-
resentatives''  of the government, the educational system, and busi-
ness,, as well as individuals and groups who feel to do so, join the 
ceremonyy to pay respect to the king. The celebration illustrates how 
thee dynamic nature of Thai popular  religiosity even is able to adopt 
aa secular  state ceremony, and allows the modern state to enter  its 
domain.. This fits the process, as described by Tanabe, in which a 
spirit-mediumm '(...) appropriates power  by identifying herself with 
orr  more precisely, copying or  imitating, the external other  (...).' 
(1996:13).. However, Mae Wan's appropriation of the wanpiya ma-
haratharat ceremony stretches beyond the usual spirit-mediums' identifi -
cationn with male, powerful mythical figures or  national heroes, like 
Kingg Chulalongkorn. The power  imitated in this ceremony is actu-

Thee photograph is printed in Twentieth Century Impressions of Siam (1994 
[1908])) with the caption: Buddhist Priest and Disciple. It probably always has 
beenn a popular picture. At that time it was also reproduced as a postcard. 
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allyy the state itself. The fact that in the ceremony Mae Wan is pre-
sentt 'in person' and, unlike most of the time, is not possessed is 
significantt in this respect. When understanding spirit mediumship 
ass the appropriation of power by mimesis, imitating the state by or-
ganisingg a state ritual no longer requires imitating any particular 
person. . 

Analysingg this ceremony, the efforts of Mae Wan to organ-
isee Chulalongkorn Day as an integrated whole of Buddhist, state, 
andd popular rituals partly can be understood from Tanabe's socio-
logicall  perspective of appropriation of power. Such an event en-
hancess the status of everybody involved in the organisation, in 
particularr that of the medium. At the same time, however, the or-
ganiserss and participants together create a meaningful event in 
whichh knowledge is reproduced and circulated, helping people to 
establishh a certain degree of coherence in daily life through collec-
tivee religious experience. Apart from this element of knowledge we 
alsoo should acknowledge the importance of the sensorial richness of 
thee event: the aesthetic arrangement of the ceremonies equally con-
tributess to the experience of the celebrations as a meaningful whole. 

II  wil l return to interpreting the ceremonial abundance of 
popularr Chulalongkorn Day celebrations later, after having de-
scribedd the celebrations at Wat Doi Chang. In the next section I wil l 
continuee my description of the activities at the tamnak, focussing on 
Kingg Chulalongkorn spirit possession sessions. King Chulalongkorn 
spiritt possession sessions were organised with regular intervals, 
usuallyy once every two weeks. The sessions largely followed an es-
tablishedd pattern. On Chulalongkorn Day, after the wreath laying 
ceremonyy had ended, the celebrations continued as a regular spirit 
mediumm session. The session on Chulalongkorn Day differed in one 
singlee aspect only from the usual sessions: before the king's spirit 
left,, the possessed medium posed for a photo session with the audi-
encee outside the tamnak, in front of the king's statue and the 
wreathss presented in his honour. 

TheThe appearance of King Chulalongkorn's spirit 

Usually,, King Chulalongkorn's spirit came every two weeks on a 
Sunday,, unless that happened to be a Buddhist Sunday (wan phrd) 
orr a festival. In such a case the session was held on a Saturday or 
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delayedd for one week. The king himself co-ordinated the day and 
timee of the next session with the audience himself, using a calendar. 
Byy organising the sessions preferably on Sundays or alternatively 
Saturdays,, the events were adapted to the urban life calendar, which 
leavess littl e time on weekdays.43 The same can be said about the 
spiritt of Chao La, who always possessed the medium at least at 
noon:: lunch hour. Many regular visitors who work not too far from 
thee tamnak used their lunch break to consult Chao La. 

Whilee receiving King Chulalongkorn's spirit, the medium is 
helpedd by an assistant {tang khaw) to get dressed in a white, rather 
official,, jacket, wide blue trousers, white stockings and a brown, 
Westernn style men's hat.44 During the Thai New Year (songkrari) 
seasonn (in April) the king dresses in Northern Thai (Lan No) style, 
thatt is, in mo horn, the indigo blue farmer's shirt and trousers with 
phapha khao ma (a checkered loin-cloth). 

Alll  sessions started with the handing out of auspicious ob-
jects,, such as jasmine garlands and coins. Usually, as soon as the 
mediumm is fully possessed by the king's spirit, at least one of the 
wealthierr female visitors will first present twenty or thirty garlands. 
Subsequently,, the king consecrates the garlands to distribute them 
inn his turn among the audience. The coins 'came with the king' in 
hiss sacred bowl. The custom required that one paid a donation when 
receivingg a coin. Until 1997 the pricee was ninety-nine baht, but, as a 
resultt of the economic crisis the fee had dropped to twenty baht in 
1998.. For the occasion of Chulalongkorn Day 1998 the king had 
broughtt lukprakham, rosaries with one-hundred-eight (an auspi-
ciouss number) wooden beads, for free. As soon as the king had 
startedd to hand out the gifts, the audience eagerly gathered as close 
ass possible around him (generally there were not enough gifts to 
suitt everybody). Everybody would also receive a royal mark - as if 
itt were an anointment - on the forehead. While doing so, the king 
wouldd ask newcomers where they came from, how they made their 
living,, whether they were married and had children etc. Those peo-
plee the king had met in earlier sessions were asked how they were 
doing,, whether things were improving etc. When everybody had 
receivedd the royal mark, the king would address the audience more 

433 A similar observation has been made by Apinya (1993) for the Thammakai, 
onee of Thailand's larger modern reform movements. At the Thammakai temple 
wanwan phra always falls on a Sunday. 
444 The hat refers to the popular potrait depicted in the figures 8 and 14. 
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generally.. In contrast to Mae Wan or Chao La, who both spoke 
Northernn Thai (kham muang), King Chulalongkorn used Standard 
(Central)) Thai (phasa khlang). But sometimes the king deliberately 
usedd kham muang expressions, which were always received with 
greatt appreciation. 

Whatt were the most important elements of King Chulalong-
korn'ss image in these spirit medium sessions? First of all, the king's 
imagee was fatherly. His speech and behaviour evoked the image of 
thee wise and compassionate ruler, caring for each of his subjects. 
Thee king consistently referred to himself in terms of (grand)father 
(pu(pu or phó), who is speaking to his (grand)children (luk-lan). The 
childrenn were to behave as good people and to support each other, 
andd not to steal, nor envy each other. They should work hard and 
spendd their money wisely. He gave advises as: 'if you have twenty 
baht,, only use five baht for food and keep the rest. Then you always 
havee something when need comes.' A word very frequently used by 
thee king in his monologues was endurance (ptthori). 'The children' 
shouldd have patience and endurance (luk tong mi otthori). Especially 
whenn in the course of 1997 it became clear that the economic crisis 
wouldd continue to make life hard for many, otthon became the 
king'ss central statement. 

Thee second feature of the king's image in sessions was the 
recounting,, or actually the enactment, of a combination of the nar-
ratedd portrait 'King Chulalongkorn modernised Thai society' with 
'Kingg Chulalongkorn used to visit the countryside.' In every session 
thee king spoke about the progress (khwam charoen) he had brought 
too the country in the past, with a few examples as an illustration, 
suchh as the introduction of electricity, railways and roads. Some-
timess also air-conditioning was added to the list. But subsequently 
thee subject changed to the positive influence of his spiritual pres-
encee in the present time on the direct environment of the tamnak. 
Thee following quotation illustrates the fusion of both narratives: 
'sincee pu [grandfather] sadetphrapat ton [made a royal excursion] 
too the tamnak of Mae Wan, there has been khwam charoen [pro-
gress]'' Examples of this recent progress were the asphalting of 
roadss in the entire neighbourhood, the connection of the area to the 
waterworks,, and the presence of telephone in the tamnak. Being a 
spiritt strongly associated with modernity and accessibility, it was no 
problemm to phone the king. During the King Chulalongkorn spirit 
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possessionn sessions, he received phone calls from time to time (see 
figuree 23).45 

Finally,, one more dimension of the king's image needs to be 
mentioned::  the king as an auspicious power, which power  works 
almostt  independently from his personal qualities. During the ses-
sionss the king's spirit continuously made lottery predictions by 
'hiding ''  numbers in his monologues. To give some examples: the 
kingg may begin the session with telling the audience that today 
(sometimess mentioning the date, a number) King Rama the Fifth (ro 
haha = 5) has come (khi ma) with King Rama the Sixth (ro hok = 6) to 
eatt  four  (4) duck (pet = paet = 8) eggs (round shape = 0). Or  some-
timess he suddenly changed subject by asking the audience how 
manyy people have come today and/or  how many women. Of course, 
everybodyy then started counting. The king might occasionally re-
peatt  the outcome of these countings - sometimes in reverse order  -
andd then resumed talking about the original subject. Similarly , he 
sometimess asked someone among the audience about his or  her  age. 
Thee audience eagerly followed these lottery predictions (taking 
notes),, apparently without paying much attention to the recounting 
off  the (already very well-known) narrated portraits.46 

DeterminingDetermining distinction 

Wee now have come to the question what values and meanings or, in 
Lambek'ss terms, what knowledge the King Chulalongkorn sessions 
carryy for  the people attending the spirit medium sessions. The an-
swerr  to this question of course very much depends on the person 
concerned.. The audience's background was not homogeneous and 
people'ss motivation for  attending the sessions varied. To indicate 

455 Only once I saw the king making a phone call himself (though one of the fol-
lowerss dialled the number). He made this call in order to persuade one of his 
wealthierr clients to donate 10.000 baht for kathin ceremony, organised after the 
Chulalongkornn Day celebrations in the afternoon of the 23 . 
466 The absence of the narrated portraits 'King Chulalongkorn saved Thailand 
fromm becoming a colony' and 'King Chulalongkorn abolished slavery' is note-
worthy.. Possibly, this part of the king's image was less meaningful for the me-
dium,, or for the more involved part of the audience, because of the predominant 
interestt in immediate prosperity. The latter is well expressed in the image of 
'causee oikhwam charoen.' 
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thiss variety I wil l highlight the background and role of some of the 
individualss present. 

Forr one category of people it seemed to hardly matter 
whetherr the spirit medium was possessed by the spirit of King Chu-
lalongkornn or by any other spirit. These people did not, or hardly, 
realisee who King Chulalongkorn actually was. This situation was 
clearlyy demonstrated, time and again, by the king himself. In most 
off  the sessions the king would, at a certain moment, select an old 
womann from the audience to question her on her knowledge about 
Kingg Chulalongkorn. I wil l cite here one such situation: 

King:: 'Old lady (phu taw) how old are you?' 
Woman:: 'Seventy-eight' 
King:: 'Do you know who I am?' 
Woman:: [shakes her head to show that she does not know] 
King::  'Phra phuttha chao luang.47 Do you know what phra 
phutthaphuttha chao luang means (khue arai)V 
Woman:: [remains silent] 
King:: 'That means (khue wa) phra piya maharat (the Great 
Belovedd King). Phra phuttha chao luang khue (means) ro 
haha (Rama V) khue (what means) phra piya maharat. Do you 
knoww which day is wan piya maharat?' 
Woman:: [shakes her head again] 
Audience:: [mumbling] 'October the 23r .' 
King:: 'That is wan piya maharat. Did luk Ian never tell you? 
Doo you have a portrait of me?' 
Woman:: [in the meantime becoming quite embarrassed] 
'No,, I don't have one.' 

Thee king then asked somebody to bring him two of the King Chu-
lalongkornn photographs from the altar tables. The first photograph 
showss a visit of the king to Mount Suthep (Doi Suthep). The king 
speakss highly about Khru Ba Sri Wichai, 8 as thanks to the efforts 
off  this monk the road leading to the Doi Suthep temple (which is 

'Royall  Buddha', see Chapter II , note 6. 
488 At the time, however, Khru Ba (venerated teacher) Sri Wichai was the major 
symboll  of Northern religious resistance against the domination of the Bangkok-
basedd Siamese Sangha and thus was not appreciated by the central authorities at 
alll  (cf. Keyes 1982:157). Already during his lif e he was Northern Thailand's most 
veneratedd monk. 
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locatedd on the mountain's top) was constructed. Subsequently he 
askss the woman to identify him on the photo: 

Woman::  [hesitates and then points to the wrong person.] 
King::  'That is wrong. I am the person at the left, wearing the 
topp hat.' 

Thenn the next photograph is shown to the audience, the picture of 
'thee king cooking a meal.' 

King::  'I  like cooking and I like [to be dressed and behave] 
ordinaril yy (chop thammada)/ 

Inn this setting the spirit medium used 'the king cooking a meal'  por-
trai tt  to symbolise the king's togetherness with common Thai peo-
ple.499 The king's appearance on the picture - in sarong and stripped 
too the waist, presently not a proper  way of dressing in public any 
moree - is very different from his appearance on the other  picture 
shown,, where King Chulalongkorn is dressed fashionable 'wit h top 
hat.''  It remains of course a guess whether  this really was an attempt 
off  the spirit medium to evoke feelings of communality, as to coun-
terbalancee the questioning the old woman. 

Forr  these old women the questioning was not a reason to 
stayy away from the possession sessions with the spirit of King Chu-
lalongkorn.. They kept attending the sessions because for  one part 
theyy always hoped to hear  - and feared to miss - the winning lottery 
number.. For  another  part, these women belonged to the group of 
regularr  visitors of Chao La. They just stayed while Mae Wan was 
possessedd by the spirit of King Chulalongkorn. 

Forr  the medium, on the other  hand, the presence of these el-
derr  'village' women helped her  in moulding her  relation with the 
middlee class people among the audience. No greater  contrast could 
bee imagined between these elderly women and, for  instance, the 
fivee middle-class ladies already mentioned. Such ladies know about 

499 This association with the portrait is actually part of the general sadet praphat 
tonton image of King Chulalongkorn. Mr. Tom, for example (the former Jazz musi-
ciann now selling cookies and sweets earlier quoted in Chapter I) did not refer in 
particularr to this portrait when he explained to me why the king would always 
supportt the Thai people: 'King Chulalongkorn was like somebody of the people. 
Hee used to cook himself, wore simple clothes, just like any ordinary Thai.' 
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Kingg Chulalongkora. Their detailed knowledge on the king, espe-
ciallyy on his preferences, was clearly demonstrated by the offerings 
theyy bring: pink or red roses, bottles of cognac or whisky of the cor-
rectt brands, cigars, and the right kinds of fruits and Thai sweets. It 
wass always one or several of these ladies who made the prepara-
tionss necessary for the sessions: the appropriate clothes, the roses, 
thee food, the drinks, everything had to be arranged properly. It was 
alsoo usually one of these women who assisted the medium in get-
tingg dressed. The huge King Chulalongkora lokhet (medallions) on 
theirr necklaces distinguished them, the insiders, from those 'who do 
nott know.' These women were never selected by the king for an 
'examinationn on knowledge on the king.' Furthermore, to the pub-
lic,, the embarrassing questioning of elderly women indirectly re-
confirmedd the middle class women's status of insiders, while 
servingg as proof that the possessing spirit really is the spirit of King 
Chulalongkoraa at the same time. No other spirit would be able to 
displayy so much detailed knowledge on King Chulalongkora. 

Importantt for the argument here is the mere fact that these 
fivefive middle-class women, as well as some other middle class peo-
ple,, had come to the medium out of an ostensive interest in the king, 
ass demonstrated by their medallions, offerings and involvement in 
thee organisation of the session. In contrast with other people in the 
audiencee - whose interest in King Chulalongkora was largely lim-
itedd to his appearance in the medium sessions - such women carried 
thee king always with them. They, and the world they represented, 
shapedd the form and contents of the King Chulalongkorn sessions at 
leastt as much as the medium itself. Without such a middle-class au-
dience,, King Chulalongkorn's spirit would probably never have ap-
pearedd at the tamnak of Mae Wan at all. I wil l underpin this last 
argumentt with a short digression on the different involvement of 
middlee class men and middle class women with the medium. This 
sectionn wil l serve as an introduction for my argument on the impor-
tancee of gender in the King Chulalongkorn cult as well. 

TheThe disappearance of the spirit ofSomdet To 

Thee year 1992 was a turning point in Mae Wan's career as a spirit 
medium.. That year she became the medium for the spirit of King 
Chulalongkoraa and for the spirits of the holy monks Luang Pu 

186 6 



Thuat,, Somdet To, and Khru Ba Sri Wichai. At the time, Mae Wan 
stilll  lived somewhere else, although already in the same neighbour-
hood.. As told to me by Somrot, a follower of Mae Wan since 1992, 
thee tamnak was built because it would be an appropriate space to 
receivee the spirit of King Chulalongkorn. Somrot: 

Wee selected a place for the tamnak [its present spot] and 
thenn first had to ask Somdet To, Luang Pu Thuat and Khru 
Baa Sri Wichai to give their approval for our choice. They 
didd and Mae Wan moved to the house where she lives now. 
Theree was, however, no money to build a tamnak. Neverthe-
lesss the tamnak was built within two months, because two-
too three hundred people were willin g to donate money. The 
constructionn costs were approximately 1.000.000 baht. King 
Chulalongkornn {somdet phra phuttha chao luang) inaugu-
ratedd the tamnak in June 1993. 

Apparently,, at the time, Mae Wan was able to attract a rather large 
andd steady group of followers, able to donate the money needed. 
Fromm these people Somrot and the earlier mentioned General Bun-
sakk wil l always be remembered. Their names are inscribed in 
goldenn letters on the base of the statues they donated. General Bun-
sakk donated the statues of Khru Ba Sri Wichai and Luang Pho 
Thuat.. He also donated most of the money needed to buy the marble 
Kingg Chulalongkorn statue. According to Somrot, the accumulated 
meritt and the spiritual support of King Chulalongkorn helped Bun-
sakk to become General. Somrot donated the King Chulalongkorn 
statuee in front of the building and the Somdet To statue. Somrot: 

Thee Somdet To statue is huge. It did not fit  in my car and it 
hadd to be transported by train from Bangkok to Saraphi. The 
Kingg Chulalongkorn statue also comes from Bangkok and I 
broughtt it personally. I took it with me in the plane. The 
strangee thing was that I was able to carry the statue on my 
own.. Once I reached the tamnak there were five people 
waitingg to help me to put it in its place. The five of them 
weree not strong enough to manage, but I could do it on my 
own.. This is because I pray (suat mori). 
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Somrot'ss background is different from most peoples' at the tamnak. 
Thatt is also how he perceives it himself: 

Mostt people here are villagers (chao ban). These people do 
nott know how to speak about King Chulalongkorn, so they 
say:: somdetpho ro ha [venerated father R5], instead oiphra 
phutthaphuttha chao luang [Royal Buddha]. Not me, I am a civil 
servantt (kharatchakan), I know how to use royal language 
(ratchasap).(ratchasap). Also because, long ago, somebody has taught 
mee how to use it. I have always worked for the government, 
ass a mining official, but I am not an engineer (...). When I 
camee here for the first time I actually did not believe in this 
kindd of spirituality (winyan). A friend had told me about it, 
butt I first wanted to see it with my own eyes. When I ar-
rived,, I met Chao La. Chao La knew everything. For in-
stancee that I had asked three people how to get there. 

Somrott was lucky to arrive that day. He not only met Chao La, but 
alsoo King Chulalongkorn and Somdet To. In Somrot's opinion 
Somdett To is higher then King Chulalongkorn, because Somdet To 
wass King Chulalongkorn's teacher.50 He therefore strongly believes 
inn the power of the amulets of this monk (phra somdet amulets) and 
inn the power which is evoked through praying the phra khatha 
chinnapanchon,chinnapanchon, a khatha strongly associated with Somdet To (see 
furtherr Chapter IV for more on this khatha). With regard to the 
powerr of the phra somdet amulets he told me the following story: 

Whenn King Chulalongkorn went to Europe, he took with 
himm a phra somdet amulet once given to the king by Somdet 
Too himself. In Russia, the Tsar asked the king about the 
lightt that seemed to shine through the king's clothes on his 
chest:: it was the amulet. The strong power of the amulet 
greatlyy impressed everybody who saw it or heard of it. 
Clearly,, nobody in Europe would dare to do any wrong to 
thee king. 

50 0 Accordingg to Tambiah, Somdet To was '[historically, perhaps the most fa-
mouss amulet maker and sacralizer, as judged by present-day Thai assertions and 
beliefs.. (...) King Chula in particular is said to have had much belief in his sanc-
tityy and to have patronized him' (1988:219). 
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Somrott  learned about the phra khatha chinnapanchon (hereafter 
PKC)) from a monk more then twenty years ago, when he still lived 
inn Bangkok. It is a very long prayer, thus very difficul t to recite by 
heart,, something that might take months to learn. It took Somrot, 
however,, only seven days because he had asked Somdet To to help 
him. . 

II  met Somrot only three times. As he told me, until recently 
hee had lived not too far  from the tamnak, but last year  he had 
movedd to Lampang, which city lies at too large a distance to con-
tinuee coming regularly. This was a real set-back for  the medium. 
Unti ll  somewhere in 1996 the spirit of Somdet To used to come 
everyy Thursday evening as the PKC should be recited on Thurs-
days.. The sessions started at 8 PM, a time scheme comparable to 
Chaoo La's preference for  noon, and King Chulalongkorn's prefer-
encee for  weekends: not during office hours. Under  the guidance of 
thee monk's spirit the audience would practice meditation and recite 
thee PKC. During my research I was occasionally told that I (again) 
hadd missed a session with the spirit of Khru Ba Sri Wichai, but I 
neverr  heard about any recent possession session with the spirits of 
Somdett  To or  Luang Pu Thuat. Chao La told me, upon asking, that 
thee Thursday sessions presently [that was in Junel997] could not 
continuee anymore, because there were no 'men with knowledge' 
whoo could help with the sessions. In contrast with the King Chu-
lalongkornn sessions where women [with knowledge] could provide 
alll  the assistance required, Somdet To was a monk, and monks can-
nott  be touched by women.51 

Apparently,, the Thursday sessions had greatly depended 
uponn Somrot's initiativ e and participation. His departure - which 
coincidedd with the death of another  man actively involved in these 
sessionss - de facto lead to the disappearance of Somdet To's spirit 
fromfrom  the tamnak of Mae Wan. In my view, the disappearance of 
Luangg Pu Thuat's had a similar  cause. As General Bunsak had do-
natedd the statue of Luang Pu Thuat, he probably was a dedicated 
worshipperr  of this monk. By becoming General Bunsak, Lt. Gen-
eraleral Bunsak had achieved one of his greatest ambitions, and subse-

511 Women are considered to contain a polluting power, corrupting the sacred 
powerr of monks and certain places. Therefore women should not touch monks or 
theirr robes, neither are they allowed to touch the most sacred Buddha-statues or, 
ass is the case in the north of Thailand, to enter the places of the temple which are 
consideredd most sacred, for instance the precincts of the pagoda. 
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quentlyy lost his interest in the spirit medium. His disappearance 
fromm the medium's clientele de facto implied the disappearance of 
thee spirit of Luang Pu Thuat. 

Twoo major conclusions can be drawn from this material. 
Firstly,, the appearance of the spirits of these monks, both nation-
widee venerated saints (arahan), at the tamnak had specifically ca-
teredd to the interest of urban middle class men. The local involve-
mentt with these monks differs greatly from that with Khru Ba Sri 
Wichai,, who is Northern Thailand's most venerated saint (see 
Keyess 1982:149-180). Hence, the spirit of this monk continued to 
possess the medium, something that happens particularly during 
thunderstorms.. The spirit is connected with thunderstorms because 
Khruu Ba Sri Wichai is said to have been born during a thunder-
storm.52 2 

Secondly,, the explanation given by Chao La points to a 
strongg gender division in the involvement of middle class people at 
thee tamnak. Following tradition, men largely involve themselves 
withh the spirits of holy monks. Without any underlying tradition, 
womenn seem to involve and engage with the spirit of King Chu-
lalongkorn.. This leads me to the following argument: participation 
inn the King Chulalongkorn cult gives women certain societal oppor-
tunities,, which otherwise remain limited. Namely, to build networks 
involvedd in organizing religious activities next to the existing male 
dominatedd institutions in these fields. This recent development 
shouldd for one part be understood as a response to changing gender 
relationss in Thai society. I will further elaborate on this argument 
below,, using the material of Chulalongkorn Day at Wat Doi Chang 
ass a basis. 

ChulalongkornChulalongkorn Day at Wat Doi Chang 

Att Wat Doi Chang, unlike at other Buddhist temples, the peak day 
off  the year is Chulalongkorn Day. The Chulalongkorn Day celebra-
tionss at the temple have nothing in common with the official state 
ceremony:: it is mainly a religious festival. Chulalongkorn Day, as 
manyy other days associated with kingship, is an auspicious day. For 

Thee coincidence of the birth of a boy with a violent natural phenomenon is be-
lievedd to indicate that a great man is born. 
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thiss reason more temples plan a ceremony on this day, and invite 
thee laity to come to the temple to make merit (tamburi). The festivi-
tiess organised at Wat Doi Chang, however, go much further  than 
takingg opportunity of the day's auspiciousness. At Wat Doi Chang, 
Chulalongkornn Day is incorporated in the calendar  of annual Bud-
dhistt  festivals. During the festival the worshipping of King Chu-
lalongkornn is combined with a variety of other  auspicious 
ceremoniess all contributin g to each others' prestige and sacredness 
andd to that of the day in general. In addition, Wat Doi Chang cele-
bratess thot kathin — the Buddhist ceremony marking the end of the 
Buddhistt  Lent — on the 24th of October, like the spirit medium Mae 
Wann connecting this Buddhist ceremony with Chulalongkorn Day. 
ThotThot kathin has to be celebrated somewhere between late September 
andd early November, but certainly not specifically on October  24. 
Attachingg the thot kathin ceremony to Chulalongkorn Day pulls the 
latterr  even more into the religious sphere. The interpretation of 
Chulalongkornn Day as a religious event is reinforced even the 
strongerr  because of the focus of the orphan centre - an initiativ e 
stronglyy related with King Chulalongkorn, see Chapter  II  - in the 
kathinkathin ceremony. For  many people who make donations to the tem-
plee during these two days, but in particular  during thot kathin when 
thee largest donations are made, the idea that they also contribute to 
thee maintenance of this charity project is important, because such 
makess the donation extra meritorious. 

Thee early morning of October  23, 1997, the narrow lane 
leadingg to Wat Doi Chang was full with parked cars and vendors of 
food,, toys, ice-cream, and drinks: the common scene of any temple 
fair .. A busy day was ahead, the celebration of Chulalongkorn Day 
comprisedd an impressive religious program, and already many peo-
plee had come. The temple area was lavishly embellished with large 
bouquetss of roses everywhere. Some two-and-a-half meters above 
groundd level a huge * cobweb' of white cotton thread covered the 
entiree temple area, beautifully shimmering in the early morning 
sunlight.. Around 7 AM the monks started chanting, marking the be-
ginningg of the celebrations. As there were far  too many people to fit 
inn the temple's largest building (the said) where the monks con-
ductedd their  chanting, most people had found themselves a place 
outside.. In the middle of the temple area long tables were arranged 
inn a wide square. An enormous quantity of baskets of food, drinks, 
andd snacks brought by the laity was waiting there to be offered to 
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thee monks later that morning. While more and more people entered 
thee temple area the monks continued chanting, their voices loudly 
amplifiedd by powerful sound equipment. 

Onn the occasion of Chulalongkorn Day 1997 the temple had 
organisedd four ceremonies in addition to the traditional almsgiving 
ritual,ritual, which is part of any temple festival. The first ceremony was 
thee mounting of top ornaments (the chat and the cho-fa) on the tem-
ple'ss pagoda (chedi), starting at 7:59 AM exactly.53 For this occa-
sionn the pagoda had been entirely put in scaffolding. Tied to a long 
ropee the ornaments one after another were hoisted to the top, where 
threee men were waiting to place the ornaments on the pagoda. Apart 
fromm the rope, the ornaments were also tied to a sai sin, the white 
cottonn thread also used in phutthaphisek ceremonies. During the 
hoistingg as many people as possible tried to be in touch with either 
thee rope or the thread. Obviously, this was an auspicious moment. 
Thee abbot had invited the abbots of two other temples to lead the 
ceremony.. During the hoisting the three abbots held the thread and 
rope,, and chanted a prayer. The beneficial power generated by the 
prayerr is transferred through the rope and thread to all sacred ob-
jectss and people 'in touch.' 

Thee ceremony was immediately followed by the official 
openingg of the new building housing the school and orphanage. 
Thiss ceremony was chaired by a woman, the chairwoman of the 
'housewivess group of the Kawila Army Barracks' in Chiang Mai 
(klum(klum mae ban thahan bok), certainly not an ordinary housewife. 
Shee had a title (khunying, Lady), and as I was told, her husband was 
aa high army officer. The woman, Khunying Aphinya, lighted a can-
dle,, and a chapter of monks conducted a short chanting. 

Thee third ceremony took place at the wihan with the King 
Chulalongkornn statue, named Wihan Luang Chao Fa Chulalong-
kornkorn or Prince Chulalongkorn Wihan.54 Also on the wihan a cho-fa 
wass to be installed. Since the Prince Chulalongkorn Wihan was 
onlyy some four meters high, this ornament mounting ceremony was 

Thee mounting of these ornaments indicates the completion of monastic build-
ingss (cf. Wijeyewardene 1986:96). 
544 The wihan received this name during the Chulalongkorn Day celebrations of 
1998.. The name (Prince Chulalongkorn Wihan) was chosen because the gilded 
statuee depicts the king/prince during the coronation ceremony. Wihan Luang 
ChaoChao Fa Chulalongkorn is also analogous to the name of the temple's stupa 
(chedi(chedi chao fa). 
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lesss spectacular  then the pagoda ceremony. Again Khunying 
Aphinyaa led the ceremony. She hoisted the cho-fa, together  with 
twoo bouquets of roses, to the roof of the wihan. Indicative for  the 
differentt  nature of the two hoisting ceremonies was that this time no 
saisai sin was connected with the ornament and that no people were 
touchingg the rope during hoisting. The atmosphere was also less 
sacrall  and more festive, the latter  enhanced by the Kawila Army 
Barrackss music band, which had been especially invited to add lus-
tree to this part of the program. After  the cho-fa had reached the 
rooftop,, Khunying Aphinya and the other  members of the house-
wivess group conducted a brief ritual  to mark the official opening of 
thee wihan to the public. This ritual  consisted of the lighting of the 
candless in the wihan and paying respect to the three royal statues in 
thee wihan. 

Aroundd 9 AM all special morning ceremonies had been 
completedd and the program continued with the usual alms round of 
monkss in the temple precincts. The most respected monk was one of 
thee abbots invited for  the first  hoisting ceremony. Al l people made 
suree to put their  first  offerings in his alms bowl. The abbot of Wat 
Doii  Chang himself was not among the monks making their  alms-
round.. For  the rest of the morning he was staying in the sola to re-
ceivee the large numbers of people, of which many especially had 
comee from Bangkok to consult him and to make donations to the 
temple. . 

Thee fourth and final ceremony of the day was a sacralisation 
ceremonyy (phitthi phutthaphisek), which took place in the evening. 
Inn the two days ahead of Chulalongkorn Day many people had 
broughtt  amulets, portraits, and images of holy monks and of King 
Chulalongkornn to the temple to have them sacralised. This cere-
monyy lasted from 7:50 PM to 1 AM the next morning. The event 
wass attended by several hundreds of people.55 

Thee ethnographic setting of the Wat Doi Chang celebrations 
demonstratess how the participation of women in the King Chu-
lalongkornn cult contests traditionall y male religious power.The 
ceremoniess belonging to the traditional Theravada Buddhist reper-
toire,, the temple ceremonies so to say, continue to be the domain of 
men.. The ceremonies related to the King Chulalongkorn cult, as 
suchh a recent phenomenon, seem to a large extent to be a women's 

Inn 1998 there were at least as many people, but the ceremony was shorter. 
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monopoly.. Here it can be observed how the King Chulalongkorn 
cultt offers women an opportunity to obtain influence and to express 
statuss by fulfillin g leading functions in temple activities, a field 
hithertoo largely restricted to men. A closer look at the preparations 
neededd for the ceremony at the Prince Chulalongkorn Wihan wil l 
givee a more sophisticated picture of the division of tasks within this 
generall  category of 'women,' showing how the participation of 
womenn in female, religious networks is a middle class phenomenon, 
expressingg and enhancing such women's status vis-a-vis other 
women. . 

AA myriad of roses 

Mostt eye-catching at the temple were the really abundant decora-
tionss of the Prince Chulalongkorn Wihan. A fan-shaped red-carpet 
off  thousands of red roses covered the left side of the marble stair-
wayy leading to the entrance. The interior decorations were even 
moree impressive: roses were literally everywhere. A three-layered 
elevationn along the skirting-board of the walls was adorned with 
threee broad bands of red, white and pink roses. The base of the King 
Taksinn statue was decorated with bouquets of red and white roses, 
thee King Naresuan statue with pink and white roses, and the gilded 
Kingg Chulalongkorn statue with red, pink and white roses. Smaller 
bouquetss were hanging in festoons along the ceiling and attached to 
thee ledge. In 1998 - that year the decoration was exclusively made 
off  bunches of pink roses - the wihan was as impressive as in 1997 
(seee figure 13). 

Thee decoration of the wihan for Chulalongkorn Day turned 
outt to be a yearly attraction for the visitors of the temple. In order to 
gatherr enough roses, the laity is requested to donate white, red or 
pinkk roses ('the king's favourite colours') on the 21st and 22nd of 
October.. Every year an innumerable amount of roses is donated in-
deed.566 The responsibility for the arrangement of the flower decora-
tionss lies with a wealthy female flower trader from a flower market 
inn Chiang Mai. I saw her on 'Chulalongkorn Day's Eve' 1998, 
whenn she rushed in, accompanied by two male assistants ready to 
executee all her orders immediately. She was a tall and robust 

Att least 10.000 roses by my estimate. 
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womann in her mid thirties, an authoritarian personality. Dressed in 
blackk trousers with a long, dress-like shirt of vivid red silk printed 
withh black camels and with long black hair she was in every aspect 
-- physically and mentally - the opposite of the humble, modestly-
dressedd local women awaiting her instructions for arranging the 
flowers.. With her Chinese appearance it was almost as if the Chi-
nesee goddess Kuan Im (chao mae kuan im) had descended from 
heavenn to take care of the wihan decorations in person. The woman 
wass wearing eight golden bracelets - of which seven were identical 
-- on her left arm, a golden watch on the right, large shining ear-
rings,rings, and, last but not least, an extravagant King Chulalongkorn 
lokhet,lokhet, ten centimetres in diameter at least and in a heavy golden 
setting,, attached to an equally heavy golden chain. 

Earlierr that afternoon a similar woman, though much older, 
hadd come to see the abbot. This woman was - according to one of 
thee fifteen family members who had come with her the whole way 
fromfrom Bangkok - an important and longstanding benefactress of the 
temple.. The woman, Mae Yai as she was called (meaning as much 
ass 'Big Mother'), was in her sixties, and had the same authoritarian 
attitudee as the flower trader. With her hair dyed pitch-black, her 
longg white dress covered with a bright-coloured red, gold and green 
silkk coat she was an equally noticeable figure. Like the flower trader 
shee was of Chinese descent, covered with jewellery, and wearing an 
extremelyy huge golden King Chulalongkorn lokhet on a long golden 
chain.. This woman's attitude towards the abbot was remarkably dif-
ferentt from what might be expected. Notably, there was no trace of 
submissionn in her behaviour. While the abbot addressed her family, 
shee even took the liberty to have a closer look at the amulets in the 
abbot'ss bowls and some of his other attributes. Usually women take 
utmostt care not to touch anything belonging to the abbot or any 
monk.. The abbot clearly considered her of so much importance that 
shee could supersede the limitations usually set to women in institu-
tionall  religious settings. Mae Yai and her family disappeared as 
quicklyy as they had come. They did not participate in the ceremo-
niess of the next day. Nor did the flower trader. After giving her in-
structionss she went back home. The local women of the housewives 
group,, on the other hand, had to work through the whole night to 
finishfinish the decorations in time. As they told me, only very early in 
thee morning the flower trader had shortly returned to see whether 
everythingg had been executed in accordance with her instructions. 
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KinglyKingly charms 

Thee ethnographic material from both Wat Doi Chang and the tam-
naknak of Mae Wan shows that it is middle class women who are tak-
ingg a leading role in the activities connected with the King 
Chulalongkomm cult. In this final section I want to elaborate on one 
particularr expression of the differentiation of these women from the 
other:: their King Chulalongkom medallions (lokhet). To my inter-
pretation,, the King Chulalongkom lokhet served as the material 
manifestationn and reconfirmation of the status of such active 
womenn in the networks they were part of. 

AA King Chulalongkom lokhet is a necklace with a pendant 
bearingg the image of King Chulalongkom. Depending on the finan-
ciall  situation of the owner, the chain may be made of (heavy) silver 
orr gold. The image itself may be placed in a silver or golden setting, 
surroundedd by precious stones. However, cheap, mass-produced, 
Kingg Chulalongkom lockets are for sale everywhere and are afford-
ablee for everybody. The difference in materiality between lokhet not 
onlyy indicates the wealth and status of the owners, but also their dif-
ferentt degrees of involvement in the cult. The elite members of the 
housewivess group at Wat Doi Chang, for instance, such as the Lady 
hoistingg the roof ornament, but also the five ladies active at the 
tamnak,tamnak, all wore clearly visible golden or silver King Chulalong-
komm lokhet, or occasionally, a 'King Chulalongkom brooch.' These 
lokhetlokhet were not readily for sale, but designed and made according to 
thee taste of the owners. Their owners were the women in charge of 
financing,, organising and conducting the King Chulalongkom 
ceremonies.. The lower class women of the temple's housewives 
groupp as well as at the tamnak, on the contrary, did not wear any 
Kingg Chulalongkom lokhet apart from an occasional cheap medal-
lion.. At the tamnak such women had no special tasks in the King 
Chulalongkomm spirit possession sessions. At the temple these 
womenn arranged the flowers. Arranging flowers (normally not 
roses)) for temple ceremonies is one of the usual tasks of local lay 
women.. For these women, the King Chulalongkom ceremonies -
thoughh social and meritorious events - added to the work to be 
done. . 

Clearly,, within the groups of women described, the lokhet 
(orr its absence) and its material qualities were good indicators for 
thee owner's relative wealth and status. But what exactly does a King 

196 6 



Chulalongkoraa lokhet add to its owner? To make this clear  I want to 
returnn to my proposition made earlier, namely that the importance 
off  women in the King Chulalongkorn cult should be understood as a 
responsee to changing gender  relations in Thai society. In my view, 
thee lokhet is the female equivalent of the predominantly 'male' 
Buddhistt  amulet. 

Inn his book 'The Buddhist Saints of the Forests and the 
Cultss of Amulets' Tambiah (1988) seeks to explain the increasing 
popularit yy of amulets and amulet collecting among urban Thai men, 
aa phenomenon evolving in the late sixties and early seventies. Tam-
biahh even speaks about a 'cult of amulets' and a 'craze.'  (1988:201, 
228-229),, attributin g this development to the combination of Thai 
societyy becoming increasingly competitive and violent on the one 
hand,, and the mere fact that it is men who daily engage in this com-
petitionn for  power, on the other. According to Tambiah, men are 
increasinglyy in need for  protective and supportive amulets 
(ibid.:228).. But, more then that, as only the wealthy at the top can 
affordd to buy the most powerful amulets, such as the extremely ex-
pensivee hard to find genuine Somdet To amulets (phra somdet), an 
amulett  collection is also a reflection of a man's status within the 
networkss he is part of (Stengs 1998:73). The following case, taken 
fromfrom  Tambiah (whose book is based on research done in 1978-
1979),, illustrates the competitive and public character  of amulet col-
lecting: : 

(...)) the phra somdet amulet of the first batch {run) (...) is 
deemedd to be an envied collector's piece. It is popular 
knowledgee in Bangkok that a big businessman and million -
airee by the name of Pomphan paid 700,000 baht (US$ 
35.000)) for  a single tablet of the first  batch. There are annual 
contestss held in Bangkok for  judging these Buddha-image 
amuletss (...), and Pomphan's piece is the uncontested win-
nerr  in its class. It is rumored that another  millionair e offered 
Pomphann 800,000 baht for  the amulet but was, not unex-
pectedly,, refused (1988:220). 

II  want to add to Tambiah's observation that the desire for  potent 
objectss - at least today - is not restricted to men, but common 
amongg all Thai, regardless rank or  gender. It wil l be hard to find 
somebody,, man or  woman, who does not wear  an amulet or  other 
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potentt object. As has been shown in the previous chapter, King 
Chulalongkornn objects are a fine example of such * other potent ob-
jects.'' To judge from their lokhet, the active middle class women 
describedd above apparently were as much in need for protection, 
goodd fortune, and public distinction as men. However, sharing with 
menn a need for potent objects does not automatically imply a simi-
larr engagement of women - and here I agree with Tambiah - with 
amuletss and amulet collecting. Knowledge about amulets - their 
spirituall  and material qualities, when they were made and by whom 
and,, most importantly, how to distinguish the real thing from the 
fakee - is mainly a male affair (see also Stengs 1998). To cater to the 
enormouss male interest in amulets the market is flooded with doz-
enss of weekly and monthly magazines and every year many books 
aree printed and reprinted, discussing detailed information on certain 
categoriess of amulets and images. In these amulet magazines one 
mightt run into an occasional article on King Chulalongkorn or on 
thee power of King Chulalongkorn objects, but one won't find this 
topicc in connection with women. Women, to a large extent, are ex-
cludedd from such magazines.57 Significantly, the subject 'Women 
andd King Chulalongkorn' has found a niche in feature magazines, 
betweenn charity projects, recipes, fashion, environmental issues, 
holidayy destinations, and other * glossy' subjects. Here one wil l find 
womenn recounting their magical experiences with the spirit of King 
Chulalongkorn,, or depicted with their collection of King Chu-
lalongkornn statues or genuine contemporary King Chulalongkorn 
portraitss (see figure 24). The subject 'Women and King Chulalong-
korn'' is as modern as these magazines and their readers. 

Lett me return to the active middle class women at Wat Doi 
Changg and the tamnak. In my interpretation, a custom-made expen-
sivee King Chulalongkorn lokhet is an opportunity to wear an amulet 
andd a jewel at the same time. As a jewel the lokhet has a 'natural' 
elementt of show and display. It is meant to add to the appearance of 
thee owner. Its material preciousness expresses the owner's affluence 
andd success. But, a King Chulalongkorn lokhet is, as all objects 
bearingg the image of the king, an auspicious object as well. As an 

577 This corresponds of course with the Thai Sangha (the clergy) as a male domain, 
consistingg of abbots and monks, in which women cannot have any official or in-
stitutionall  recognition. In a similar vein, the consecration of objects, the making 
off  amulets and also the potential of becoming a saint is largely restricted to men 
(monks). . 
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auspiciouss object it makes - and shows - that the owner knows her-
selff  to be protected and at the same time explains some of her visi-
blee prosperity. In addition, the auspicious image of the king is far 
moree appropriate for depiction on an object to be worn by women 
thann that of a monk. 

Soo far, the message of the lokhet consists of elements of ur-
banism,, fashion, success and power. When it comes to the need for 
protection,, good fortune and expressing status it can be concluded 
thatt women wear King Chulalongkorn lokhet for similar reasons as 
menn do wear amulets. But there is more to that, and that extra is 
preciselyy what differentiates the lokhet from both amulet and jewel: 
thee portrait of the king. What does the portrait of King Chulalong-
kornn add? Through the king's portrait the lokhet places the owner's 
wealthh and status in the context of the narrated portraits of moder-
nityy and independence as parts of Thainess, while placing this 
wealthh and status in a moral perspective. Lokhet tell that the strive 
forr affluence and societal status is essentially Thai, also for women. 
Ass a simultaneous expression of both wealth and adherence to the 
cult,, the lokhet also justifies wealth as a reward for moral conduct 
andd spiritual dedication. 

Furthermore,, lokhet are a means to demonstrate one's en-
gagementt with religious and nationalist activities. Such activities 
aree widely acknowledged as necessary and important. The societal 
networkss inevitably evolving around these activities can render 
middlee class women the kind of acknowledgment and status that 
traditionallyy was only accessible for men. The material qualities of 
thee different lokhet express the position of the owners in the hierar-
chiess of these networks. As the case of Wat Doi Chang shows, these 
networkss operate alongside traditionally male religious domains and 
thereforee do not compete directly with male-dominated networks. 
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IV IV 
LiteratiLiterati  and the Realm of Spirits 

Whyy did so many Thai turn to King Chulalongkorn eighty years af-
terr his death? What did the King Chulalongkorn cult have to offer 
abovee the wide array of cults around spirits, monks, and deities that 
alwayss have been part and parcel of Thai popular religiosity? Were 
theree any particular societal circumstances of the last decade of the 
20thh century that formed the seedbed of the King Chulalongkorn 
cult?? In search for an answer to these questions it might be tempting 
too look for novel elements in the cult itself. These novel elements 
couldd then perhaps point us to the roots of its success. 

Soo far, we have encountered no central concept, need, or be-
lieff  in the cult which is entirely new or solely related to King Chu-
lalongkorn.. The beneficent effect of the merit of moral Buddhist 
kingss on subject and society is a central concept in Theravada Bud-
dhism.. Modernity and independence have been vital elements of 
Thainesss since the early twentieth century, when Thai nationalist 
ideologyy began to take shape. Thus apparently, in order to explain 
thee recent popularity of the cult, we need to look beyond the con-
tentss and practices of the cult itself. This requires a wider socio-
politicall  perspective than the cases of individuals, organisations and 
groupss worshipping King Chulalongkorn that have been discussed 
soo far. For, although almost all of these cases can be understood 
againstt the background of the hegemonic Thai nationalist ideology, 
actuall  political, social and/or economic circumstances do not come 
intoo sight. 

Inn this chapter, therefore, I wil l widen my focus beyond the 
Kingg Chulalongkorn cult as such, by examining how political and 
socio-economicc developments of the second half of the twentieth 
centuryy are reflected in changes in Thai popular religiosity. I wil l 
presentt several cases illustrating the mutual interaction between po-
liticall  and religious discourse, including the influence of global 
politicss on these discourses. The role of one particular elite network 
inn shaping these interactions will be taken as a lead. I wil l seek to 
convincee the reader that the modern spiritual discourse created by 
thiss small elite - a blend of spirituality, not only with politics, but 
alsoo with science - makes participating in cults, including the King 
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Chulalongkornn cult, viable for a far wider group of modern-minded 
middlee class Thai. One of the purposes of this chapter will be to 
situatee the King Chulalongkorn cult amidst other expressions of 
Thaii  popular religiosity, such as millenarianism and the cults of 
veneratedd monks. 

II  will start by bringing in one specific aspect of Thai urban-
ity,, and of the Thai middle class in particular: its substantively Chi-
nesee background. The predominance of Sino-Thai in the urban 
middlee class makes that this group largely shapes urban middle 
classs culture and places its stamp on middle class religiosity as well. 
II  will only briefly elaborate on this topic, since my research was fo-
cusedd neither on 'Chineseness' nor 'Sino-Thainess.' 

Sino-ThaiSino-Thai religiosity and morality 

Withh regard to the Chinese minorities in Thailand, much has been 
writtenn on migration and assimilation histories, business success, 
andd the enduring impact of these groups on the Thai economy. In 
thiss literature, the successful assimilation of the Chinese in Thailand 
(inn comparison with other Southeast-Asian countries) is often a cen-
trall  focus. This approach, however, is problematic as it 'downplays' 
thee continuity and significance of Sino-Thai ethnicity in Thai soci-
ety.11 To escape from the assimilation discourse, Bao (1995) intro-
ducess a cultural concept of Sino-Thai ethnic identity. Instead of 
attemptingg to define 'Chinese*  or 'Sino-Thai' in terms of descent 
andd degree of assimilation into Thai society (cf. Skinner 1957; 
Coughlinn 1960), Bao advocates a perception of Sino-Thai ethnic 
identityy in terms of ethics and morality, by which she means '(...) 
thee rules and actions of moral conduct derived from Thai Buddhism 
andd Chinese Confucianism' (1995:62). Sino-Thai identify with eth-
icss and ritual symbols derived from both Chinese culture and Thai 
culture.. 'For family or business affiliations, the Sino-Thai tend to 

11 First of all, the generic use of the label 'Chinese' or 'Sino-Thai' is problematic 
andd misleading (Bao 1995; Walwipha 1995). Among the Chinese in Thailand, 
theree is a large heterogeneity in place of origin, dialect, and cultural practices. 
Thee migration history and ethnicity of the Chinese in Southern Thailand differs 
greatlyy from, for example, that of the Chinese whose ancestors migrated to Bang-
kok,, and equally different are their assimilation histories and relations with the 
Thaii  (Walwipha 1995:50-51). 
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stresss Confucian beliefs, such as filial  piety, diligence and thrifti-
ness.. But when it comes to politics or proper social demeanor, the 
Sino-Thaii  emphasise their loyalty to the Thai monarchy, belief in 
accumulatingg merit and emulate the polite Thai manner in posture 
andd speech' (ibid.)- It is this combination of elements of Thai Bud-
dhismm and Chinese Confucianism around which Sino-Thai ethnic 
identityy is constructed. 

Bao'ss insights regarding the importance of ethics and moral-
ityy in the construction of Sino-Thai ethnic identity help us to under-
standd why engagement in religious activities is important in this 
group.. Many cults or religious ceremonies that recently have be-
comee popular throughout Thailand are of an explicitly Sino-Thai 
background,, such as the cult of the Chinese goddess Chao Mae 
Kuann Im (Kuan Yin) or the annual Vegetarian Food Festival. The 
Kingg Chulalongkorn cult does not belong to this category, although 
Sino-Thaii  interpretations (the king as a Bodhisattva) have become 
intrinsicc elements of the cult. 

Thee appeal of Sino-Thai culture to other city dwellers can 
partlyy be explained by the inclination of those longing for middle 
classs status to adopt 'tokens' of middle class culture - by implica-
tion,, distinctive elements of Sino-Thai culture. Sino-Thai ethics are 
thee pivotal elements of this culture, and hence the more appealing to 
aspiringg outsiders. This helps us understand why present-day cults 
andd other religious phenomena appeal to the wide group of Thai 
withh a 'Chinese' or 'Sino-Thai' background, as well as to large 
numberss of Thai who do not belong to this group. People participat-
ingg in rituals, ceremonies, or cults define for themselves whether 
theirr engagement is an act of merit making (a 'Thai' interpretation), 
ann act of purification (a 'Chinese' interpretation), or both (a 'syn-
cretic'' interpretation). The differences or contradictions in interpre-
tationn or motivation are irrelevant: overt engagement in religious 
activitiess has become an urban Thai cultural style, which is well ex-
emplifiedd by the King Chulalongkorn cult. 

TheThe Prayers Society 

Oncee again, I return to the 1996 Chulalongkorn Day celebrations, 
thiss time the celebrations at the equestrian statue on Thursday, Oc-
toberr 24. These celebrations were organised by the Prayers Society, 
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ann organisation dedicated to praying daily at royal monuments for 
thee sake of peace, the monarchy, and the nation. For  a major  part, 
thiss chapter  deals with the history of the Prayers Society, highlight-
ingg the role of elite members of this group and their  wider  networks. 
II  have chosen to pay ample attention to the Prayers Society for  two 
reasons.. First, the organisation is one of the many faces of the King 
Chulalongkornn cult, interweaving its own ritual s and narratives into 
thee cult. The Prayers Society significantly influences the King Chu-
lalongkornn cult through the organised worshipping sessions at the 
equestriann statue on Thursday evenings. Second, the winding path 
off  the Prayers Society through almost four  decades of Thai history 
offerss a rare view on the interaction between politics and popular 
religiosityy over  an extended period of time. The account of the 
genesiss of the Prayers Society and their  religious teachings wil l not 
onlyy help us to understand the background and context of the King 
Chulalongkornn cult, but also to relate this cult to the veneration for 
Kingg Bhumibol, which wil l be the subject of Chapter  V. 

ChantingChanting for the monarchy 

Inn the late afternoon of Tuesday, October  22, 1996, I met Mr . 
Prasertt  Sukhothanang at the equestrian monument of King Chu-
lalongkorn.. Mr . Prasert was there to invite worshippers for  a cere-
monyy in honour  of King Chulalongkorn to be organised on the next 
Thursdayy evening. He invited me too, introducing himself as a 
memberr  of the organising committee of the Jinapanjara Suttam 
Prayerss Society (Chomrom Suatmon Phrakhatha Chinnapan-
chon/Socielychon/Sociely for  Chanting the Venerable Chinnapanchon Formula). 
Hee told me that the Jinapanjara Suttam Prayers Society - hereafter 
calledd the 'Prayers Society' - had organised its first  evening praying 
sessionn at the equestrian statue on Chulalongkorn Day 1993, and 
thatt  a session had been held at the monument every Thursday since. 

Onn the 24th, around 8 PM, a large number  of people, to my 
estimatee about one thousand, had come to join the ceremony. They 
weree sitting on sheets of blue plastic, many of them dressed in 
white.. The organisation had invited five monks from the Marbl e 
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Templee (Wat Benchamabophit)2 and four visiting monks from Sri 
Lankaa to give their blessings and to chant Pali-texts, this in addition 
too what I later learned to be the standard one-hour chanting and 
prayingg program described below.3 From a leaflet distributed by the 
organisationn I learned that apart from the Thursday sessions at the 
equestriann statue of King Chulalongkorn, weekly chanting was con-
ductedd at the equestrian monument of King Taksin on Saturdays, at 
thee statue of King Vadjiravudh (Rama VI) on Wednesdays, and at 
thee statue of King Phra Phutthaya Yodfa (Rama I) on Fridays. The 
samee program was conducted on Sunday afternoons at the Prayers 
Society'ss Headquarters.4 

Thee whole event left me puzzled. What kind of organisation 
hadd I met? Was it governmental or Buddhist? From where came this 
ideaa of chanting at royal monuments? What were they praying actu-
ally?? What did King Chulalongkorn have to do with it? And, last 
butt not least, what kind of people did participate? To find an answer 
too these questions I joined the chanting at the monuments for sev-
erall  weeks, engaged in conversations with participants, volunteers, 
andd leaders and visited the Headquarters. Furthermore, the Prayers 
Societyy kindly provided me with many leaflets, newspapers, and 
books,, all published by its own publishing house. Later I found sev-
erall  other books published by the organisation at the major book-
storess in Bangkok and Chiang Mai. 

Withinn a few weeks Mr. Prasert gave me a partial - and un-
expectedd - answer to the first two questions. As promised, he sent 
mee some information on the Prayers Society, among which a book-
lett compiled by himself, titled: Fighter for Humanity, A Summary: 
AriyawansoAriyawanso Bhikkhu (Prof. Dr Suchart Kosolkitiwong). The name 
Suchartt Kosolkitiwong was familiar to me through an article by Pe-
terr Jackson (1989) on a religious movement - the Samnak Pu Sa-

22 The Marble Temple is one of the most prestigious royal temples in Bangkok. It 
wass built to the orders of King Chulalongkorn in 1899 after a design of Prince 
Naris.. The temple is renowned as being a blend of Thai, Chinese, and European 
architecturee and is executed in marble imported from Italy. 
33 The standard program is conducted without any involvement of monks. 
44 Also in some provincial towns small praying groups have been established. In 
thee Northeastern city Khorat, for instance, a group of twenty people gather every 
Saturdayy at the statue of Thao Suranaree, a local heroine who is believed to have 
playedd a crucial role in defeating Lao invaders in 1826. 
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wanfflupphawanffluppha Sawan - established by Suchart in 1966.5 According 
too Jackson the movement had collapsed. Suchart had been prose-
cutedd in 1981 on charges of illegally occupying state land 
(ibid::  163), although he managed to escape arrest until 1987. In 1988 
hee was sentenced to one year  in prison but released on bail (ibid.). 
Jacksonn describes the downfall of the Huppha Sawan, which took 
placee in 1981-1982. Its related organisations were disincorporated, 
theirr  assets frozen, and Suchart and the Huppha Sawan were ac-
cusedd of illegal possession of arms, lese majesty, and above all, de-
spitee their  right-win g teachings, of communist sympathies. From 
Prasert'ss booklet it became clear  that a close connection existed be-
tweenn the Huppha Sawan and the Prayers Society. This knowledge 
gavee the praying gatherings at the royal statues - instead of being 
merelyy religious - also a political dimension. Was there any specifi-
call  political objective behind the praying sessions? 

Duringg the period of research all Thursday evenings at the 
monumentt  were completely dominated by the Prayers Society. Only 
aa small minorit y of worshippers set themselves apart from the 
crowdd on the blue sheets. This had not always been the case. In 
19933 and the subsequent one or  two years, the number  of people 
comingg to the square independently from the Prayers Society by far 
exceededd the number  of people that joined in the chanting. By 
now,, the reverse was the case. Apparently, the organisation has 
beenn able to attract a large number  of people, in particular  on 
Thursdayy evenings, despite its negative history.7 

Everyy praying evening the same sequence of activities is fol-
lowed.. Between 6:30 and 7:00 PM the small yellow van with 
Prayerss Society volunteers arrives at the statue of the evening. 
Somee volunteers unroll the long blue sheets of plastic to sit on. Oth-
erss distribut e leaflets among passers-by and people curiously wait-

55 At first the name of the organisation was Samnak Pu Sawan, in the 1970s to be 
changedd into 'Samnak Huppha Sawan' or 'Huppha Sawan,' All names are inter-
changeablyy used both within the organisation as well as by outsiders. I wil l follow 
thiss custom. 
66 This according to some members and volunteers of the Prayers Society. None of 
them,, however, was able to give any estimates in numbers. 
77 In 1998 I estimated approximately six hundred people at the King Chulalong-
kornn monument (against four hundred in 1997); one hundred at the Rama VI 
monumentt (against fifty to sixty in 1997); and one hundred fifty at the King Tak-
sinn monument (against one hundred in 1997). In 1997 I estimated forty worship-
perss at the Rama I monument. 
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ingg to see what is going to happen. From speakers on top of the van 
musicc alternates with spoken text in a bid to compete with the sur-
roundingg traffic noise. Then more speakers and microphones are 
installed.. A portrait of King Bhumibol is placed in front of the 
statuee concerned, together with the national tricolour and the yellow 
Buddhistt flag. 

Duringg the preparations more and more people take a seat on 
thee sheets. Those arriving early generally know each other. They are 
thee 'hard core' - a group of thirty to forty people altogether - who 
wil ll  attend virtually every Prayers Society evening session. Usually, 
theyy chat quietly or meditate. At 8:30 PM the session leader (always 
aa member of the board of the Prayers Society) takes a microphone 
too start the program. The participants make three royal salutes {tha-
waiwai bangkhom) after which the chanting starts. Every evening the 
samee texts are chanted in the same order, except for special occa-
sionss like Chulalongkorn Day or King Bhumibol's birthday. Then 
speciall  programs wil l be conducted. As explained on the chanting 
leaflett and by the recorded voice from the speakers, the sessions are 
organisedd with the purpose of generating a maximum of positive 
powerr through chanting and praying. Although this chanting and 
prayingg includes several texts, one particular formula is considered 
too be very powerful, namely the phra khatha chinnapanchon (the 
khathakhatha associated with Somdet To, see Chapter III ) The positive 
powerr that is believed to be generated by the collective chanting of 
thiss long Pali-text in particular is directed to the present king (tha-
waiwai pen phraratchakuson hai nailuang). Without exaggeration, we 
mayy state that the Prayers Society has introduced a new element in 
Thaii  popular religiosity with these sessions. By conducting public, 
collectivee chanting and 'praying' programs, the organisation has 
detachedd laity chanting from the traditional temple liturgy.8 

Understandingg the Prayers Society, their teachings and prac-
tises,, their place in Thai popular religiosity, and their role in shap-
ingg the King Chulalongkorn cult, is impossible without considering 
thee organisation's links with the Samnak Pu Sawan. The following 

Thee phra khatha chinnapanchon (a Pali-text) is chanted (suatmon) three times. 
Thee organisation translates this suatmon as 'praying.' However, other texts, in 
Thaii  and spoken or sung collectively, contain an element of praying in the sense 
off  directing oneself to a higher power verbally, explicitly and with a well-
articulatedd request or aim. The latter has to be distinguished from kae bon (see 
Chapterr III ) because the votive element is lacking. 
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section,, based on Prayers Society publications, shortly introduces its 
leaderr  Suchart and the early history of his various organisations.9 

AA medium of politics 

Suchartt  was born in Bangkok in a poor  Chinese immigrant family 
inn 1943 (2486 BE) as the fifth  of seven children. Since he did not 
lik ee school, he started to work at a very early age. Later  he finished 
fourr  years of primar y education at a temple school. When he was 
seventeenn years old a Chinese businessman gave Suchart a small 
amulett  with the image of Luang Pu Thuat, as a token of apprecia-
tionn for  his help. He first  kept the amulet without paying much at-
tentionn to it. But at a certain moment Suchart felt the urge to test the 
magicall  power  of the amulet. Therefore he went to see a monk. The 
monkk taught him a special Luang Pu Thuat khatha,10 which he had 
too pray. As soon as he started to follow the monk's instructions, a 
strongg light hit him straight in the face and for  a short while he lost 
consciousness.. When he regained consciousness some friends who 
hadd accompanied him to the temple told Suchart that the spirit of 
Luangg Pu Thuat had taken possession of him. But since Suchart had 

99 Unless otherwise indicated, this section is based on information dispersed by the 
Prayerss Society. Used are Fighter for Humanity, A Summary: Ariyawanso Bhik-
khukhu (Prof. Dr. Suchart Kosolkitiwong), Prasert Sukhothanang (comp.), 1995, 
Bangkok:: Samvichit Printing Press; 5am naksu phya santhiphap [Three Fighters 
forr Peace], by Natthawut Wakhonphin (comp.), 1996, Bangkok: Samvichit Print-
ingg Press; Prawatsat natongcharuk kanthamlai huppha sawan muang sasana/The 
DestructionDestruction of the Religious Land of Huppha Sawan. A record of Religious Per-
secution,secution, 1992, Compiled by Dr. Choompol Swasdiyakorn and Co-Workers (pub-
lishedd both in English and Thai; although in the book no organisation or publisher 
iss mentioned explicitly it certainly is a publication of the Samnak Pu Sawan); the 
Thai/Englishh language booklets Kwamwang suthai manut/The Last Hope of 
Mankind;; and an English language full-color leaflet distributed in 1996 by the 
'Samnakk Pu Sawan Fellows' Society' (further referred to as SPSFS). The heading 
off  this leaflet reads: 'Samnak Pu Sawan Fellow's Society, Founder: Acharn 
[achan][achan] Suchart Kosolkitiwong under the Patronage of Tao Maha Brahma Jina 
Panjara.'' Whether in Thai or in English the contents of all these publications are 
largelyy overlapping. See also Jackson (1988) for an historical overview (1966-
1988)) and analysis of the Samnak Pu Sawan and its founder (The Hupphaasawan 
Movement:: Millenarian Buddhism among the Thai Political Elite. Sojourn 3 
(2):134-170). . 
100 This information is derived from an interview with Mr. Prasert conducted on 
Novemberr 1,1998. 
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beenn unconscious during the possession he did not believe his 
friends,, so he tested the amulet [i.e. prayed the khatha] again and 
again,, altogether more than a hundred times, in order to find out 
whatt happened. Until, at a certain moment, '(•*•) the Holy Spirit of 
Phraa Bodhisattva Luang Poo Tuad [Luang Pu Thuat] really pos
sessedd Mr. Suchart's body and said, "This man wants to test me so I 
willwill  take him as my medium" ' (Prasert 1995:10, italics in origi
nal).11 1 

Thee news that the spirit of Luang Pu Thuat had taken pos
sessionn of a human body spread quickly, and many people came to 
consultt the medium, especially people with diseases that no doctor 
couldd cure. Many of them recovered completely. But Suchart did 
nott want to work for the spirit world, so he thought that he might 
escapee from the spirit by going abroad. He went to Laos, but also 
theree he was possessed by the spirit of Luang Pu Thuat, so he 
wantedd to return to Thailand. However, due to increasing political 
tensionss between Thailand and Laos, it had become very difficult to 
crosss the border. Suchart took the vow that if the magical powers of 
Luangg Pu Thuat could help him to return to Thailand he would ac
ceptt his fate of being the spirit's medium. Thereupon Suchart could 
crosss the border miraculously easy. Back in Thailand he had to join 
thee army as a conscript soldier, a period that lasted from March 
19641964 until September 1965. It was in this period that the spirit of 
Luangg Pu Thuat started to express his worries about the political 
developmentss of the time. According to the monk's spirit the politi
call situation in the country was very bad (hetkan banmuang mai di), 
andd the human world was in need for help from the spirit world. 
Thee spirit of Luang Pu Thuat then requested Suchart to found the 
SamnakSamnak Pu Sawan, or in the organisation's own rendering in Eng
lish,, 'the House of the Divine Sages on Earth' (ibid.:13).12 

111 In Thai: 'Yak long di cha aw pen rang song' (Natthawut 1996:50). 
Literallyy samnak means 'residence.' The word often refers to houses or build

ingss which are not (part of) an official temple, but where monks or other people 
withh a religious or spiritual role in society reside. Its meaning is thus very close to 
tamnak. tamnak. 
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ColdCold War millenarianism 

Beforee elaborating on what spiritual help the human world could 
expectt  from the Samnak Pu Sawan, I first want to provide some po-
liticall  background in order  to make understandable what the mes-
sagee of the spirit of Luang Pu Thuat was referrin g to when he stated 
thatt  the situation in the country was bad. First of all, already since 
thee early fifties, Thai politics increasingly had become dominated 
byy a concern for  the growing communist influence in Southeast 
Asia.. Communism was considered to be a major  destructive force, 
bothh for  the Thai Nation and for  Buddhism (Irvin e 1982:76-91; 
Jacksonn 1988:141-143; Thak 1979). This concern grew particularl y 
duringg the regime of Field Marshal Sarit (1957-1963) when rela-
tionss with Cambodia deteriorated13 and in Laos the Pathet Lao (the 
Laotiann communist party) proved to be a major  political power  (see 
Thakk 1979:241-255). In Thailand, the communist party (CPT) never 
hadd much significance, but in 1958 the CPT decided to take up 
armedd struggle. From 1962 on, CPT head-quarters were established 
inn the Northeast and cadres were trained in Vietnam, Laos and 
China.. In 1965 the first  shot was fired (Bowie 1997:62-63). 

Inn the meantime the United States, in need for  a stable ally 
againstt  communism in the region, provided the Thai government 
withh financial and militar y aid.14 Moreover, the United States made 
extensivee efforts to convince the Thai government that not only 
threatss from outside were important issues, but that internal security 
deservedd major  attention as well. The Prime Minister  at the time, 
Fieldd Marshal Sarit Thanarat, who had come to power  by means of 
aa coup d' état, urgently needed to legitimise his regime. He there-
foree had set out a policy of development (patthana), which for  him 
initiall yy meant increasing the standard of livin g in rural areas (Thak 
1979:255).. The emphasis was particularl y on irrigatio n and welfare 

133 In first instance because of the contacts the Cambodian Prince (later King) Si
hanoukk established with Peking in 1956-1957. Later (1958) because of the dis
putee about the territorial rights over a famous Khmer temple site (the Phra Wihan 
temple)) which is located exactly on the Thai-Cambodian border (Thak 1979:254). 
144 The section on the regime of Sarit and the American involvement is mainly 
basedd on Thak Chaloemtiarana's Thailand. The Politics of Despotic Paternalism 
(1979:226-272). . 
155 Actually Sarit conducted a coup d'etat twice, in 1957 and in 1958 respectively. 
Inn Chapter V I will address the role of King Bhumibol in Sarit's efforts to legiti
matee his regime. 
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(ibid.:258-259).. As a consequence of the American involvement the 
ratherr simple patthana concept was reformulated, and a policy was 
developedd with a strong emphasis on community development and 
aa tightening of administrative control by extending infrastructural 
andd bureaucratic facilities. The Northeastern region (bordering on 
bothh Laos and Cambodia) became the primary target for road con
structionn and propaganda projects (ibid.: 256-268). After the death 
off Sarit (1963) these policies were intensified. From 1964 US mili
taryy aid was directly used for counter-insurgency activities. Because 
off the increased involvement of the United States in Vietnam, a 
growingg number of American troops - twenty-five thousand in 
19666 - were stationed on Thai territory. In 1965 the U.S. started 
bombingg Northern Vietnam and Laos from Thailand (ibid.:271). 

Althoughh the message from the spirit of Luang Pu Thuat 
wass not pointing to any concrete event, its background probably 
wass the first armed incident between communists and the Thai army 
inn 1965, which took place on August 7th in Na Bua village in Nak-
hornn Phanom province (Northeast Thailand). The confrontation, 
knownn as 'The Day Gunfire Erupted' {wan ying arun) (Bowie 
1997:63),, happened while Suchart served his term as a conscript 
soldier.. In the perception of Suchart 'The Day Gunfire Erupted' 
formedd the signal for the spirit world {lok winy an)16 that help on 
earthh was urgently needed. The threat of communism and the possi
bilityy of a Third World War which in the end could lead to a com
pletee destruction of the world remained the core of the Samnak Pu 
Sawan's,, and later the Prayers Society's, millenarian teachings (see 
alsoo Jackson 1989). For the Samnak Pu Sawan the 'Day Gunfire 
Erupted'' has always been of great significance. To mark the 12th 

anniversary,, for instance, on August 6, 1977, the Huppha Sawan 
organisedd a ceremony named 'The Day when the Gunfire Ends' 
{wan{wan siang puen dap), in Na Bua village as a means 'to promote 
peacee and to give a halt to communism.' 7 

Inn the Samnak Pu Sawan's conception the spirit world consists of three realms: 
thee world of the Brahmin Gods (phromma lok), the world of Deities (thewa lok) 
andd the world of Hell-beings (narokka lok). 
177 For the importance Suchart attributed to the Na Bua incident see for instance 
thee booklet ' Wan Siang Puen Dap' (The Day when the Gunfire Ends) compiled 
byy Special Reporters of the Yuk Mai Newspaper, 1977 (the Yuk Mai Newspaper 
wass published by the Samnak Pu Sawan). This booklet gives an account of the 
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Thee publications of the Samnak Pu Sawan and the Prayers 
Societyy on Suchart's early years as a spirit medium do not provide 
uss with sufficient details to place the development of his medium-
shipp in a wider perspective. However, the politicising of the mes
sagess of the spirit of Luang Pu Thuat and the subsequent founding 
off the Samnak Pu Sawan suggest a strong connection with intensi
fyingg military tensions in the region, for the conscript soldier 
Suchartt and his then immediate environment of course a develop
mentt of great relevance. 

MimickingMimicking the United Nations 

Thee messages from the spirit of Luang Pu Thuat are indicative of 
thee impact the anticommunist policy of the Thai government had on 
att least part of the populace. A similar appropriation of conserva
tive,, nationalist ideology by traditional religious experts, such as 
certainn monks and spirit mediums, has also been observed by Irvine 
inn Northern Thai in the late seventies. These practitioners, of which 
thee most famous were widely supported by members of the Chiang 
Maii and Bangkok elite, used supernatural means, such as amulets or 
** magic cylinders,' to foster mental health and to resist communist 
subversionn (ibid.:73-75). The message of Luang Pu Thuat to 
Suchartt indicates, however, that the popularisation of this anticom
munistt ideology should have begun at least as early as the mid six
ties.. This popularisation was to some extent a consequence of two 
largee 'community development programs,' initiated in 1964 by the 
governmentt to prevent communist activities. These programs - the 
Phraa Thammathut (Venerable Envoy of the Dharma) and the Phra 
Thammacharikk (Venerable Wandering Dharma) - implied a large-
scalee involvement of the Sangha. Based on the idea that 'being a 
Buddhist'' was in contradiction with 'being a communist,' it had be
comee the monks' task to strengthen Buddhism as a safeguard 
againstt communism, a unprecedented politicising of the monkhood 
(Irvinee 1982:68-69, note 3; Somboon 1993:60-76).18 

ceremonyy 'The Day when the Gunfire Ends.' In 1998 the Prayers Society was 
preparingg an English translation of the booklet. 
88 The anticommunist policy had a polarising effect on society. While posters 

weree distributed 'showing a fierce demon, representing a communist destroying 
watswats [temples] and places of worship, cruelly torturing the monks together with 
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But,, like elsewhere in the world, in Thailand the Cold War 
periodd was not only characterised by the idea of dangerous and evil 
consequencess of internationalism, but was counterbalanced by the 
goodd of the perspective of a 'world-system of nation-states.'19 It 
wass the period - to speak with Kelly - of the 'United Nations 
world;'' a world characterised by a 'formal symmetry of nation-
states,'' '(...)[A] system in which 'nations will not aspire to conquer, 
colonisee or occupy each other any more (...)' (1998:868). In the 
'Unitedd Nations world' nations communicate and debate with each 
otherr and adopt resolutions according to 'the number of votes.'' This 
personalisedd perspective offered a particular possibility for imagin
ingg 'the nation' at a local level, ° and for channelling political 
anxieties.. The establishment of the 'spiritual organisation' of the 
Samnakk Pu Sawan and the organisation's subsequent growth illus
tratee the incorporation of global United Nation discourse into Thai 
locall popular religiosity. 

Thee organisation's publications explain how [in 1965] in the 
spiritt world a resolution (mati) was adopted to help Thailand - and 
thee world in general - with the power of three Bodhisattvas21 

thee words "if communism comes, Buddhism, wat and monks will be destroyed" ' 
(Somboonn quoted in Irvine 1982:68), this fierce anticommunism negatively af
fectedd many farmers. Land was confiscated without compensation for road con
struction,, taxes on land close to these roads were increased and no attention was 
paidd to the farmers' real problems (theft, banditry, corruption and police abuse). 
Manyy of the affected farmers rather tended to develop a sympathetic attitude to
wardss communists since their key promise was to bring such practices to an end 
(Thakk 1979:266-268). 
1911 borrow this phrase from Prasenjit Duara (cited by Kelly 1998:867). 
200 For this view on the role of the United Nations in the development of global 
consciousnesss I am indebted to Peter Pels. 
211 In the organisation's own transcription: Tao Maha Bhrama Jina Panjara. The 
organisation'ss teachings have adopted the term 'Bodhisattvas' from Mahayana 
Buddhism.. Reynolds & Reynolds define a Bodhisattva as '(...) a being who, hav
ingg attained the possibility of entering Nibbana [Nirwana], vows to delay his re
alisationn of the final goal in order to become a Buddha and lead others to 
salvation'' (1977:55, nt. 7). In Theravada Buddhism, however, striving for 
enlightenmentt is quite strictly an individual affair, to be realised in 'arahantship.' 
Contraryy to the Mahayana Buddhist Bodhisattva concept arahantship has no con
notationn of the salvation of others, although the 'spiritual emanations' of arahants 
cann positively influence worldly affairs. The active interference of Somdet To and 
Luangg Pu Thuat in worldly affairs (the figure of Thao Maha Phrom Chinna 
Pancharaa remains rather vague) make them appear more like Bodhisattvas than 
arahantsarahants indeed. Possibly, Suchart's Chinese family background plays a role 
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(Prasertt 1995:13; Natthawut 1996:42, my italics). These three Bo-
dhisattvass were Luang Pu Thuat, Somdet To and the Brahmin god 
Thaoo Maha Phrom Chinna Panchara. Furthermore, Suchart was se
lectedd as the medium between the spiritual world and the human 
worldd (i.e. he became the spirit medium for the three Bodhisattvas). 
Itt was resolved that Luang Pu Thuat would act as the President of 
thee House of the Divine Sages, Somdet To as its General Director 
andd Thao Maha Phrom Chinna Panchara as the Advisor (SPSFS 
1996,, italics IS). After the ceremonial founding of the Samnak Pu 
Sawann on November 11, 1966, the organisation quickly grew. 
Suchart,, as will be elaborated below, was able to attract educated 
andd influential individuals. The monk and social critic Phra Anan 
Jayanantoo (Pol. Maj. Anan Senakhan), a great opponent and critic 
off the Samnak Pu Sawan/Huppha Sawan, wrote in 1981 that 
'[Suchart]] chose his disciples from among "scholars with masters" 
degreess and doctorates from abroad, men of rank among police and 
military,, colonels and generals. He even recruited entrepreneurs and 
successfull businessmen with vast resources behind them' (Anan 
quotedd in Wijeyewardene 1986:24, translation GW).22 As the re
mainderr of this section will demonstrate, the growing elite support 
forr the objectives of the Samnak Pu Sawan stimulated Suchart in his 
ambitionss 'to go global.' 

Inn the seventies Suchart established with remarkable success 
aa jumble of organisations, all closely related to the Samnak Pu Sa
wan,, and all serving Suchart's primary objective of giving his initia
tivee a respectable and credible image, appealing to an incresingly 
wider,, even international, public. Not long after the establishment of 
thee Samnak Pu Sawan, Suchart received instructions from the spirit 
worldd to build 'the Religious Land of Huppha Sawan' (huppha sa-
wanwan muang sasana).23 For that purpose the organisation rented a 

here.. I am indebted to Jovan Maud for sharing his ideas with me (see also Maud 
[forthcoming]). . 
22 Phra Anan was actually a controversial figure himself because he was forced to 

resignn as a police officer on the accusation of organising an anti-government po
licee demonstration during the mid-seventies. The demonstrators even managed to 
enterr and sack the Prime Minister's house (Wijeyewardene 1986:23). After his 
resignationn Pol. Maj. Anan entered the monkhood. 
233 It is almost impossible to translate this expression as in Thai the idiom is 
strangee as well. However, huppha sawan could be translated as heavenly valley, 
andd muang sasana as religious land. Since the Samnak Pu Sawan began to work 
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largee tract of land, officially a national archaeological site in Rach-
aburii Province in 1972.24 The land would be used to establish an 
internationall meditation centre and, in line with the development 
ideologyy viable at the time, an agricultural demonstration station. 

Thereupon,, in 1975, the * International Federation of Relig
ions'' (IFR) (samakhom sasana samphan haeng lok) was estab-
lished.. This organisation, mirroring as it were the United Nations 
onn the spiritual level, was officially registered by the Office of the 
Nationall Culture Commission. The purpose of the IFR was to seek 
internationall support for erecting symbols of all major religions of 
thee world, a truly global project thus, which would transform the 
areaa into a sacred land. In Suchart's writings, and in the religious 
teachingss of the Huppha Sawan, the building of the religious land 
wass presented as an absolute necessity if the Thai Nation, and even 
thee whole world, was to survive. Through the IFR the Huppha Sa
wann now had become an internationally oriented organisation. 

ForFor the construction of the religious land the Huppha Sawan 
neededneeded two things: funds - the construction of the sacred land re
quiredd an enormous investment - and official permission from the 
Departmentt of Religious Affairs.26 Providing these necessities be
camee the task of the next organisation: the 'Jinnapooto Memorial 
Foundation'' (munithi chinnaputo anusori), meaning as much as 'the 
foundationfoundation for the remembrance of Jina Panjara [short for Thao 
Mahaa Phrom Chinna Panchara], Luang Pu Thuat and Somdet To.21 

Inn 1976 this organisation was officially registered by the Office of 
thee National Culture Commission. Carrying the names of the three 

onn the 'Religious Land of Huppha Sawan' the organisation (has) used the name 
Samnakk Huppha Sawan. 
244 The site fell under the responsibility of to the Department of Fine Arts. The 
Director-Generall of the Department of Fine Arts of that time, Luang Vichitvata-
karn,, was, or had become, a devoted follower of Suchart (cf. Jackson 1988:162). 
255 A more literal translation would be: the Global Inter-religious Society. In some 
off the publications the IFR is called 'the International Federation of Religions in 
associationn with the United Nations.' (see for instance Natthawut 1996:68). 
266 The Department of Religious Affairs is part of the Ministry of Education. It is 
responsiblee for the communication between the government and the Sangha (the 
Thaii brotherhood of monks), and also administers most Sangha affairs - like for 
instance,, the registration of monks, the succession of abbots, and the construction 
off temples. Most officials in the department are recruited among educated former 
monkss (Tambiah 1977:299, 351). 
277 The word 'jinnapooto' is a contraction of the three names of the Bodhisattvas. 
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Bodhisattvass - among whom the national saints Luang Pu Thuat 
andd Somdet To - the Jinnapooto Memorial Foundation communi-
catedd to be a respectable, religious foundation, working for  a good 
cause. . 

Inn the meantime another  international course was plotted as 
well.. In 1973 Suchart had founded the 'Offic e of the World Peace 
Envoy''  (samnakngan that santiphap haeng lok). As already men-
tioned,, the reason for  the spirit world to interfere in the human 
worldd was the increasing threat posed by communism. In Suchart's 
teachingss this danger  was a symptom of the dark era (kali yuk).2S 

Thee world was in an era of moral degeneration which would end in 
aa world-wide disaster, or  more precisely, a nuclear  Thir d World 
War.. It was predicted by the Huppha Sawan that this war  would 
breakk out somewhere between 1974 and 1984. Following United 
Nationss terminology, Suchart was selected by the spirit world to be 
theirr  ambassador  of peace, or  'the Peace Envoy of the World of Di-
vinity ''  (thut santiphap haeng lok winy an). The task of 'the Peace 
Envoy''  was to unite all world religions in the 'brotherhood of relig-
ions''  (phradonphap sasana). When the religions would be united, 
humanityy would be able to generate sufficient religious power  (pha-
langlang sasana) to avert World War II I  and to establish eternal peace 
world-wide.. In 1978 it was decided to organise a three-day Interna-
tionall  Religious Peace Conference in 1982 and to start with the con-
structionn of a conference hall on the Religious Land of Huppha 
Sawan.. Esperanto was to be the official conference language. 

Thee fact that, in spite of Suchart's predictions, World War 
II II  never  happened has remained a vital element of the Prayers So-
ciety'ss teachings ever  since. In the 1996 Office of the World Peace 
Envoyy full-colour  leaflet one can read that between 1974 and 1984 
thee outbreak of World War II I  seemed inevitable. Therefore the 
Worldd Peace Envoy had started a world-wide chanting, meditating 
andd praying campaign to prevent this war. 'The campaign was ef-

Thee Thai view on the dark era combines two themes. First, in the Hindu cycli
call system of time reckoning the world is now in the era of kaliyuga, the era of 
morall decline and misery. The kaliyuga, considered to have started in 3102 BC, is 
thee fourth and final age of the present aeon and will last for 432,000 years. Sec
ond,, it is believed that the teaching of Buddha will not last forever but gradually 
declines.. In the Buddhist year 5,000 the Buddhist religion will have disappeared 
entirelyy and a new Buddha (the Buddha Maitreya) will appear to teach the 
Dharmaa again (see Terwiel 2001). 
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fective:: the Third World War was postponed' (emphasis in origi
nal).. In this way the organisation manages to circumvent the pitfall 
off millenarianism: the eventual failure of prophesy (cf. Festinger 
e.a.. 1956). Instead of being a failure of prophesy, the fact that no 
warr occurred is presented as a major achievement of the organisa
tion. . 

Betweenn 1978 and 1981 several construction works at the 
Religiouss Land of Hubpha Sawan were well in progress. Large-size 
statuess (nine meters high) of the Buddha and Jesus were built on 
twoo hill tops.29 Also statues of the Buddha Maitreya (phra si ariya 
maitri),maitri), Ghanesha (phra phi khanef), the Chinese goddess Kuan Im 
(chaw(chaw mae kuan im), Saturn riding a tiger, the holy virgin Mary, 
Kingg Rama I, and a Peace Pagoda were erected all over the area. 
Furthermoree a vegetarian restaurant, named Kin Phua Yu (Just Eat 
too Live), was opened. Every 19th of the month at 8 PM a religious 
ceremonyy was held at the Peace Pagoda. The participants, dressed 
inn white, gathered there to chant and to pray for peace. 

GreatGreat winds blow upon high hills 

Suchart'ss first period as the World Peace Envoy was from 1975 to 
1981.. Travelling abroad and inviting foreigners to his office, he 
triedd to meet a maximum number of political and religious leaders 
andd others who, to his opinion, believed that world-wide peace 
couldd be achieved.31 The list of Suchart's Thai and foreign posi
tions,, foreign visits, the meetings he attended, and the honorary ti
tless and decorations he was awarded - most of them foreign -
makess up a significant part of almost any publication of the Huppha 
Sawann and its associated organisations. Besides encounters with in
dividualss who were not well-known and smaller organisations, he 
alsoo managed to meet more influential people. His first real 'inter
nationall success' was the Conference Hall of Peace foundation 
stonee laying ceremony on October 19, 1978. The ceremony was 

Thee size of these two most prominent statues was equal, but the Buddha statue 
wass placed on a higher hill than the Jesus statue. 
300 The permanent residents of the Religious Land consisted of a mixture of 
monks,, nuns and lay people. No numbers are available. 
311 Between 1977 and 1981 he made eleven foreign 'missions' (one to the USA, 
twoo to Europe and eight to several Asian countries) (Natthawut 1996:64-65). 
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blessedd by no one less than the Supreme Patriarch of the Sangha 
andd led by the Supreme Commander  of the Armed Forces. Further-
more,, altogether  nineteen foreign ambassadors to Thailand at-
tended,, including those of the United States and the Soviet Union 
(Jacksonn 1989:155). In 1980 the World Peace Envoy met Kur t 
Waldheimm - at the time secretary-general of the United Nations -
andd was awarded the 'United Nations Medal for  Peace.'32 He also 
hadd the chance to meet Pope John Paul II  and the Dalai Lama. The 
photographss of Suchart's milestone meetings with these foreign 
publicc figures are still used by the Prayers Society, particularl y to 
illustrat ee their  materials in English (see SPSS 1996; cf. Jackson 
1989:156).33 3 

Inevitablyy these successes were not only a tremendous af-
firmatio nn of the feasibility of Suchart's undertaking, but also con-
tributedd to its megalomaniac escalation in the years that followed. 
Forr  a detailed account of the developments that lead to the downfall 
off  the Huppha Sawan in 1982,1 refer  to Jackson, who has described 
thee process in detail. Here I only want to mention briefly that from 
19799 on Suchart became increasingly arrogant, provocative and 
paranoid,, a change of attitude that at least partly explains why the 
wheell  of fortune turned against him. He openly criticised Thai poli-
ticianss on what he considered to be their  meagre anticommunist pol-
icyy which would eventually lead to the destruction of the Thai 
Nation.. He became more and more outspoken in his aversion of 
somee of the most respected political figures (Jackson 1989:159). In 
19811 he told his followers that there was only one person who could 
orderr  him and that was the king, and not a 'sparrow-lik e Prime Min-
ister''  (Anan quoted in Jackson 1989:160; see also Wijeyewardene 
1986:25).344 By referrin g to himself and to the king as phu mi bun 

322 Suchart wrote letters to Kurt Waldheim on the 'Cambodian Problem' from 
19755 until 1981 (Phichai 1994:6-7). Also, letters were sent to Jimmy Carter, the 
formerr Shah of Iran, and to Ayatollah Khomeini to propose solutions for the case 
off American hostages in Iran (ibid.:8-9). 
333 Another event which Suchart and the Huppha Sawan still consider of great im
portancee took place in 1981 when Suchart 'was appointed "the World Peace En
voy"" of the World Constitution and Parliament Association' at the '4th annual 
conferencee of the World Constitution and Parliament Association in Denver, 
Colorado'' (see for instance Phichai 1994:4) The status of the World Constitution 
andd Parliament Association is unclear to me. 
344 In particular he despised Gen. Prem Tinsulanond (First Army Commander until 
19799 and Prime Minister between 1980 and 1988) because of his moderate 'anti-
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(menn with merit, see Chapter II) he presented himself as the king's 
equal.. A certainly most unwise move was the organisation's 1981 
requestt - on behalf of the spirit world - to the king to abdicate and 
too become Prime Minister (Jackson 1989:160-161). 

Watt was the secret of Suchart's success? This question is 
nott only relevant for understanding the case of the Huppha Sawan 
ass such, but also for fathoming how Thai popular religiosity pro
ducess phenomena as the King Chulalongkorn cult. In this part of my 
argumentt I will focus on three factors that contributed to the success 
off the Huppha Sawan: elite support, the import of the organisational 
structuree around Suchart's activities as a spirit medium, and the 
Hupphaa Sawan's ability to formulate prevailing anxieties in a con
temporaryy discourse. 

Accordingg to Jackson, Suchart's success was largely due to 
thee support the movement received from a certain group of right-
wingg military since the mid-1970's: 'the most stridently anticom
munistt and authoritarian section of the political establishment' 
(ibid.:: 147-148).' This faction's power was seriously contested from 
19733 onwards when a coup d' état brought an end to the dictatorial 
regimee of the generals Thanom Kittikachorn and Praphat Charu-
sathian,, and Lt.Col. Narong Kittikachorn (a son of Thanom married 
too Praphat's daughter). In 1976 the trio managed to establish a short 
comeback,, but from 1977 onwards - after another counter-coup - a 
generationn of politically less extreme officers gradually replaced the 
oldd clique. The old rightwing military, now frustrated and under 
threatt of losing their positions, were seeking an outlet for their 
anxieties,, which they found in the millenarian teachings of the 
Hupphaa Sawan. This group was the more susceptible to Suchart's 
supernaturalismm because of their limited exposure to Western 
thoughtt and education (ibid.: 153). Jackson emphasises that the 
Samnakk Pu Sawan and Huppha Sawan 'did not begin as elite reli
giouss movements.' Unique was that, departing from a popular base, 
thee group was 'able to attract a large number of prominent and po
liticallyy influential followers(...)' (ibid.: 147). However, as Irvine 
demonstrates,, elite support for supernatural ideas was, and still is, 

communist'' policy. It is reported that Suchart even once went so far as calling 
himm an 'aunt, with dangling breasts and a shrunken penis' (ibid.:25). Although 
Wijeyewardenee does not explicitly state that Suchart meant Prem, from other 
thingss Suchart said it is certain that he must mean Prem (see also Jackson 
1989:158-160). . 
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nott  as exceptional as Jackson apparently assumes. Therefore, elite 
supportt  as such cannot sufficiently explain Suchart's extraordinary 
success.. Moreover, Jackson's analysis of the movement's appeal to 
elitee members in mere terms of power  struggle is too narrow. 

First,, we should acknowledge the appeal of the particular 
wayy Suchart had organised his spiritual practices. In terms of mime-
sis,, the structure of the Huppha Sawan and its affiliated organisa-
tionss can be understood as imitatin g the United Nations and its 
relatedd organisations. The particularit y of this approach is that 
Suchartt  - in a way comparable to what we have seen earlier  in the 
casee of Mae Wan, but on a larger  scale and on a continuous basis -
wass able to eliminate the necessity of being possessed by a spirit 
whenn acting on behalf of the spirit world. In his role as 'The World 
Peacee Envoy,'  with his suit and tie, office, secretaries and printed 
letterr  heads he mimicks the powerful, Western, white, male, inter-
nationall  politician. Moreover, Suchart had created a space where his 
followerss could join him in, to speak with Taussig, the 'conscious 
play-actingg mimicking of the European' (1993:241), together  stag-
ingg the assumed apex of global powers. Jackson's frustrated politi -
cianss were ideal participants for  such role-playing. If the Huppha 
Sawann is a 'unique movement' it is not so much because of its elite 
support,, but rather  because of the particular , formal structure in 
whichh Suchart had cast his mediumship. 

Second,, I would like to widen the contribution of the elite 
beyondd the direct patronage of politicians and military , by high-
lightin gg the role of certain academics in the construction of a mod-
ernn discourse in Thai popular  religiosity. My starting point wil l be 
Irvine' ss argument on the contribution of a small group of psychia-
trist ss to the nationalist and anticommunist discourse, and its appear-
ancee among traditional spiritual practitioners in the seventies. 
However,, in Irvine' s rather  schematic interpretation the cosmopoli-
tann and the traditional world remain separated (1982:79-91). My 
argumentt  wil l be that the involvement of academics with traditional 
spirituall  practices has created a discourse which blurs this distinc-
tion.. This spiritual discourse, a blend of belief in spirits, scientific 
terminology,, and political ideas equally helps to explain the appeal 
off  the Huppha Sawan. However, its import is much wider  since it 
helpss to bridge the gap between the 'Western rational world view' 
andd the 'Thai supernatural world view,' making public involvement 
withh a spirit cult acceptable, or  even appealing, for  a wide public of 
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higherr middle class people. In the following section I will introduce 
fourr academics who have been, or presently are, contributing to the 
constructionn of this blended discourse. 

ProfessorsProfessors and the creation of a Thai science of spirits 

ProfessorProfessor Khlum Wacharobon 
Professorr Khlum Wacharobon (1907-1987) has been one of the 
Samnakk Pu Sawan's most prominent members. From some of the 
publicationss of the professor on the Samnak Pu Sawan it can be 
concludedd that he has been a regular visitor of Suchart since 1968. 
Untill his death in 1987 the professor has been the public face of the 
organisationn by fulfilling the position of 'President (consulting).'35 

Professorr Khlum was widely respected in the higher eche
lonss of Thai society and a public figure of importance. He was not 
onlyy a professor of biology at the prestigious Chulalongkorn Uni
versityy in Bangkok, but he even had been teaching biology to the 
royall children. Professor Khlum died in 1987, but his name is still 
widelyy known in academic circles, where he is remembered as the 
'Thaii Father of Biology'. Professor Khlum's scientific career 
startedd in 1928 when he got a scholarship to study biology at the 
Universityy in London, where he took his PhD in 1934. After an ad
ditionall six year period of post-doctorate research he returned to 
Thailand,, to become professor of science at the Faculty of Science 
off Chulalongkorn University. Later he was appointed dean of this 
faculty.. He was the founder of the Science Association of Thailand, 
andd its secretary from 1946 to 1954, president of the association of 
teacherss of science from 1942 to 1959, and professor and chairman 
off the Biology Department at Chulalongkorn University from 1960 
untill 1965. He retired in 1966. Professor Khlum's career was, to 

Bothh Irvine and Wijeyewardene start their study on Northern Thai spirit medi-
umshipp with some observations on the Bangkok based Huppha Sawan, briefly 
acknowledgingg the significance of Professor Khlum for the organisation (Irvine 
1982:85-86;; Wijeyewardene 1986:23). In both studies these observations are only 
remotelyy related to the main object of study. Also Apinya, writing on the Tham-
makaii and Santi Asoke Buddhist reform movements, pays some attention to the 
Hupphaa Sawan (1993:62-64). In her study the organisation functions as an exam
plee of one particular type of religious response - i.e. right-wing - towards moder
nity.. Only the article of Jackson (1988) takes the Huppha Sawan as its main 
subjectt of study. 
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quotee Irvine, 'a model of successful Western education' (1982:85, 
notee 3). 

Thee professor's scientific background did not restrain him 
fromm conducting research on spirits and spirit possession. Wijeye-
wardenee gives the following account. In a paper titled 'Are there 
trulyy ghosts, gods and objects of power?' the professor's 'argument 
iss twofold: first, spiritualist, using claims of possession from Hup-
phasawann and the Western spiritualist literature; and a "scientific" 
explanationn in terms of energy' (1986:30).36 In the introduction of 
hiss book Winyan ('The Spirit') of 1976, the professor combines 
'scientificc with political preoccupations' (Irvine 1982:86): 

Thee [Samnak Pu Sawan] is an institute reserved for those 
whoo are prepared to sacrifice themselves for the Nation, the 
Religionn and the Monarchy, and for the pursuit of scientific 
researchh into psychic phenomena (translation by Irvine 
1982:86). . 

Thee significance of politics and the international world in Professor 
Khlum'ss spiritual interest is apparent from one of the professor's 
books,, 'The World of Soul' (1972, in English). In this book he de
scribess a number of spirit medium sessions he attended at the Sam
nakk Pu Sawan between 1968 and 1971. All accounts concern 
sessionss during which Suchart was possessed by 'foreign' spirits, 
namelyy Jesus Christ, the Prophet Mohammed, Napoleon, Ghandi, 
andd Nehru, the latter three expressing their views on war and peace, 
orr giving an account of the consequences of their own behaviour in 
afterlife.37 7 

36Inn 1998, the Prayers Society republished the paper in a volume titled Winyan 
Sat/ScinceSat/Scince [sic] of Souls. The book was presented during a Saturday praying ses
sionn at the King Taksin statue (October 31, 1998). A slide show organised for the 
occasionn showed pictures from Professor Khlum's collection of photographs de
pictingg supernatural phenomena invisible to the human eye, particularly spirits 
(seee the case of Professor Dhephanom below). 
377 The spirit of Napoleon, for instance, was still serving his term in the thirteenth 
levell of hell because of his responsibility for the large death toll of the Napoleon-
ticc wars. The spirit of Napoleon had spoken in French, but because Professor 
Khlumm had recorded the session on tape, Somdet To in a later session could trans
latee Napeleon's words into Thai, wherafter Professor Khlum translated the Thai 
intoo English. The same procedure was followed for the sessions with the spirit of 
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Byy highlighting the interest of the professor in the Samnak 
Puu Sawan and in spiritualism in general, I do not intend to present 
thee involvement of the professor as the explanation for the success 
off the Samnak Pu Sawan/Huppha Sawan. Rather, his case should be 
readd as the visible part of a process of fitting traditional supernatu-
ralismm into modern Thai society, a process that otherwise remains 
largelyy hidden, and to which subject I will return in detail after hav
ingg presented the wider network in which Professor Khlum was ac
tive. . 

DrDr Charoen Watthanasuchart 
Professorr Khlum's interest in 'psychic phenomena' was not ex
pressedd in his membership of the Huppha Sawan only. He also was 
onee of the advisors of the Association of Psychic Research of Thai
landd (Irvine 1982.:85, note 2), which had been established around 
1960.. The members of this organisation - monks, academics, politi
cians,, high-ranking military - came from the most prominent circles 
off society. An important member of the Association was the psy
chiatristt Dr Charoen Watthanasuchart, also director of one of Thai
land'ss most important mental hospitals. Irvine takes his speeches as 
ann outstanding example of how in the sixties and seventies aca
demicc psychiatric language had become instrumental in the expres
sionn of nationalistic, anticommunist sentiments of certain influential 
psychiatrists.. In, for instance, a scientific explanation of the emo
tionall and mental stability of Thai soldiers or 'Thai fighters in gen
eral,'' published in 1979, Dr Charoen equated 'a good mental health' 
withh 'being a good Buddhist,' which makes Thai fighters funda
mentallyy different from other soldiers: 

Wee find the same unswerving mental and emotional quality 
amongg all Thai fighters, be they slaves or lords. All are 
deeplyy identified with the essence of Thainess [khwam pen 
thai]thai]  (Charoen 1979, quoted in Irvine 1982:82, translation 
WI). . 

Jesuss (who had spoken in ancient Hebrew) and the spirit of Mohammed (who 
spokee in the language of spirits). 
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Inn a similar  vein, he analysed the battle between King Naresuan and 
thee Burmese King (see Chapter  II , note 34), to conclude that Nare-
suann won because of the higher  quality of his mental health 
(ibid.:83).. To Dr  Charoen stability of mind was the single most im-
portantt  condition for  national stability. Money, propaganda, and in-
volvementt  in subversive activities could corrupt and destabilise the 
mind.. In his opinion political subversion should be approached as a 
formm of group hypnosis. He scientifically substantiated his argu-
ment,, elaborating on his twenty years of clinical experience and the 
workin gg of the unconscious under  hypnosis, which could reveal 
mentall  instabilit y (Irvin e 1982:81-84). 

Suchh an amalgamation of religion, politics, and science is 
nott  a phenomenon of the past. In certain circles the heritage of Pro-
fessorr  Khlum and Dr  Charoen is still alive. In 1986 the Society for 
thee Study of Psychical Science (Chomrom Suksa Withayasat Thang 
Chit)Chit) was established. Professor  Khlum became an active member, 
althoughh only shortly because he died in 1987. The organisation is 
connectedd with the Scientific Research Centre of Mahidol Univer-
sity,, the Science Association, the Faculty of Science of Chulalong-
kornn University (Professor  Khlum' s faculty), and the Association 
forr  Psychic Research. In 1997/1998 the society, by its present presi-
dentt  popularly rendered in English as 'The Reincarnation Club,' 
wass still active, organising a meeting every other  month in co-
operationn with the Association for  Psychic Research. The Reincar-
nationn Club's members study phenomena like spirit mediums, te-
lepathy,, meditation, and reincarnation. 

ProfessorProfessor Dhephanom Muanman 
II  learned about The Reincarnation Club in August 1997 through 
Professorr  Dhephanom Muangman, the organisation's President and, 
att  the time, Chairman of the Bangkok Governor's advisory team on 
publicc health. Professor  Dhephanom is a politician and a well-
knownn public figure. I approached the Professor  after  somebody 
hadd told me about his (spiritualist ) interest in King Taksin. 

Thee scientific career  of Professor  Dhephanom began in the 
Unitedd States, where he graduated from Jefferson Medical College. 
Inn Thailand he has been Dean of the Faculty of Public Health at 
Mahidoll  University for  many years. Thereafter, also at Mahidol 
University,, he became Dean of the Faculty of Environmental and 
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Resourcess Studies. At present he still is a member of the University 
Council.. His early political career is associated with the Thai AIDS 
preventionn campaigns of the late eighties, in particular. Professor 
Dhephanomm is, or has been, a member, advisor, or even founder of 
manyy prestigious international organisations, such as the World 
Healthh Organisation, UNICEF, World Bank, the Association of 
Medicall Doctors of Asia, and the Asia Pacific Academic Consor
tiumm for Public Health. At present his political interests are in envi
ronmentall issues and public health, such as air pollution, waste 
problems,, and misuse of agricultural chemicals. Professor Dhepha
nomm regularly appears in the Thai media. He is often cited on issues 
ass the dangers of food colours, germs in drinking water supplies, 
andd dumping waste in the Chao Phraya river, but also on the subject 
off space aliens, with whom he has regular telepathic contact 
(throughh mind-waves, thorachit). 

Whenn we met, Professor Dhephanom told me about his in
terestt in spirits and aliens. Not only does he regularly experience the 
existencee of both spirits and aliens, but he also has been able to reg
isterr phenomena related to these invisible worlds with his Polaroid 
camera.. As an example the professor showed me a Polaroid photo
graphh of a sword. The photograph had a coloured streak over the 
sword,, and he told me the following.38 

Alreadyy for years people from all over the country had come 
too him to present him swords. All these people shared the same ex
perience.. In a dream a voice told them that the sword in their pos
sessionn originally had belonged to King Taksin and that they 
thereforee could not keep it, but should bring it to Professor Dhepha
nom.. Thus he came to own a large collection of swords, something 
hee appreciates very much as it is thanks to swords that the Thai are 
aa free people for more then 800 years already. Swords should be 
respectedd and taken care of. Later, his interest in swords inspired 
himm to found a sword fighting school, as this Thai martial art should 
bee preserved. The problem with the swords presented to him was of 
coursee that he did not know which sword was the real sword of 
Kingg Taksin, nor whether he actually possessed this sword at all. 
Professorr Dhaphanom felt closely connected with King Taksin be
cause,, in a dream, King Taksin had told him that the professor in 
onee of his former lives had been King Taksin's 29th and favourite 

J88 From Interview August 18, 1997. 
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son.. When finally the original sword was brought to the professor 
itss originality was proven by the Polaroid camera. The streak on the 
picturee is purple-gold: King Taksin used to wear a sash of the same 
colours. . 

Spirits,, according to the professor, can be contacted through 
spiritt mediums or - as he has experienced himself - spirits can con
tactt people by approaching them in their dreams. Aliens (manut 
tangtang daw) become 'visible* when you think of them: then they will 
manifestt themselves. The professor maintains regular contact with 
alienss through telepathy. In a The Nation article of July 6, 199739 

thee professor recalls an encounter of June 24 of that year when he 
wass flying back to Thailand from Munich: 

Thee plane was at an altitude of about 21,000 feet. I sent out 
myy telepathic message that if there were any UFOs around I 
wouldd like them to come into sight. A few minutes later I 
saww three balls of light approaching the plane and they were 
laterr accompanied by five others. 

Hee recorded the phenomenon with his video camera. The professor 
iss convinced of the significance of the objective capacities of re
cordingg materials. During our conversation he showed me some 
itemss from his large collection of photographs with strange light 
effectss and impossible shadows, proving the existence of UFO's as 
welll as of spirits. According to Professor Dhephanom the camera 
neverr lies and may reveal things that otherwise would remain in
visiblee to the human eye.40 

399 The Professor appears regularly in newspapers and magazines to present his 
vieww on the possibility of life on other planets. See for instance The Nation, July 
6,19977 or the cover story of Hi-Class Magazine August, 1998. 
400 The same interest in photography occurred in the European Spiritualist scene 
fromm the early 1870s, because photography was considered 'a witness which can
nott be deceived, which has no preconceived opinions, which cannot register "sub
jective"" impressions; a thoroughly scientific witness...' (Wallace 1896:211, 
quotedd in Pels 1995:83). See Van der Veer for a detailed account of the rise of 
spiritualismm in Britain (2001:58-66). 
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DrDr Naiphinich Kotchabhakdi 
Professorr Dhephanom had told me about The Reincarnation Club 
andd I attended their meeting of August 23, 1997. About fifty mem
berss had come to listen to a presentation on 'Young children who 
rememberr their former lives.'41 The meeting started with an intro
ductionn given by the organisation's secretary, Dr Naiphinich 
Kotchabkhadi,, director of the Neuro-Behavioural Centre at the In
stitutee of Science and Technology of Mahidol University, and his 
speechh revealed some of the frustrations he had to deal with as a 
scientistt involved with research into the supernatural. He told the 
audiencee that farang (Westerners) regard the belief in spirits as su
perstition,, and hence the people who are interested in this kind of 
phenomenaa as naive and credulous (ngom ngai). But, he continued, 
suchh is not the case with members of the society. The society is ap
proachingg the 'problem of spirits and former lives' in a scientific 
manner.. The important issue is to learn to distinguish the 'real' from 
thee 'fake.' Dr Naiphinich concluded his speech by referring to the 
manyy years of collaboration between their organisation and the 
Universityy of Virginia - in the person of Professor Ian Stevenson -
demonstratingg that after all also academic farang take serious scien
tificc interest in these matters.42 

Ass Dr Naiphinich told me later, he strives for a 'crossover 
betweenn science and religion,' that is, a 'spiritual science' (winyan 
sat).sat).4343 He foresees that in the 21st century 'spiritual science' will be 
aa major curriculum all over the world. The increasing importance of 
thee Internet will facilitate the spread of 'spiritual science.' Societal 
troubless will force humanity to reconsider the relation between 
mind,, body, and environment. Very much in line with Dr Charoen's 
Coldd War psychological insights, he draws a connection between 

411 The presentation was given by Mr. Suttaya Watchaphai, an autodidact re
searcherr in this field. 
422 Already Professor Khlum had conducted research together with Professor Ste
venson,, on 'people remembering former lives' in Northeast Thailand, (see The 
WorldWorld of Soul [1972]). Stevenson, connected to the University of Virginia School 
off Medicine, has published his work on 'cases of reincarnation' in a variety of 
scientificc journals, among which Contributions to Asian Studies, the Journal of 
AsianAsian and African Studies and the International Journal of Comparative Sociol-
ogyogy (see Stevenson 1970, 1972; and Stevenson and Story 1970). Much of his 
researchh was funded by the Parapsychology Foundation, an American organisa
tion. . 
433 Interview with Dr. Naiphinich, October 28,1998. 
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mentall health and morality. A good person is mentally healthy, 
whichh in its turn is reflected in a physical health. An immoral, thus 
mentallyy unhealthy person, however, has a larger chance of devel
opingg diseases as cancer. Dr Naiphinich: 

Thee fact that so many people develop cancer these days is 
indicativee of the state of decay of societies. The mind pro
tectss the body and can protect it against bad [immoral] influ
ences.. I call this potential of the mind 'neuro-psycho-
immunology.'' The power of the mind (phalang chit), or 
psychicc power, is therefore of utmost importance for human
ityity and deserves all research required to understand its work
ing.. This is not a matter of researching fairy tales (ruang 
magical)magical) but a matter of researching the truth (ruang chin) 
(interview,, October 28,1998). 

Drr Naiphinich told me that he nor his scientific interests are taken 
seriouslyy by the majority of his colleagues. At the same time, how
ever,, he is part of an elite network of which all members, from a 
scientificc background or otherwise, share Dr Naiphinich's political 
andd religious outlook. In answer to my question regarding the pro
fessionss and backgrounds of the members of the Society for the 
Studyy of Psychical Science, Dr Naiphinich mentions doctors - doc
torss have a particular interest since they are confronted on a daily 
basiss with spirits of deceased patients - biologists and chemists. 
Amongg other people, he mentions the name of Dr Phichai Tovivich, 
ann associate professor of the faculty of pharmaceutical chemistry at 
Chulalongkornn University. The person of Dr Phichai leads us back 
too the main case of this chapter. Already on Thursday October 24, 
19966 I had met Dr Phichai, the present president of the Prayers So
ciety,, during the Chulalongkorn Day praying ceremony at the 
equestriann statue. 

DrDr Phichai Tovivich and the reviving spirit of the Huppha Sawan 

Drr Phichai's involvement with the Huppha Sawan began in 1992. 
Att that time the organisation was in a serious impasse. Promising 
attemptss in the late eighties, early nineties to resume constructing 
thee Religious Land had come to an abrupt halt in March 1991. The 
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governorr of Ratchaburi withdrew his earlier permission to continue 
thee activities at the Religious Land after a group of military had 
stagedd a coup d'état on Februari 23, 1991 and proclaimed martial 
law.. The exact political considerations of the governor cannot be 
traced,, but his order to the Huppha Sawan to leave the Religious 
Landd refers to the state of martial law (see Choompol 1992:98). 
Suchart,, who had resumed his task as the World Peace Envoy after 
1987,, had to withdraw from public activities again. He decided to 
enterr the monkhood and stepped down as the daily leader of the 
Hupphaa Sawan.45 

Leftt without a leader and having lost the Religious Land, the 
Hupphaa Sawan in 1992 considered liquidation. But then - just in 
time,, as I was told - a new leader was found in the person of associ
atee professor Dr Phichai Tovivich.46 Here the fact that Suchart had 
establishedd his movement as a more or less self-sustaining, formal 
structuree proves vital for understanding its survival through this dif
ficultt period. Because the organisation did not solely depend on 
Suchart'ss charisma as a spirit medium, a new leader could be ap
pointed,, and the old teachings could take a fresh course. 

Drr Phichai has a background in chemistry. He took a PhD 
fromm Boston University and at the time of my research he was con
nectedd to the Faculty of Pharmaceutical Chemistry of Chulalong-
kornn University as an associate professor. Apart from this, he runs a 
businesss in laboratory equipment. As Dr Phichai told me in Febru
aryy 1997, he did not know anything about the Huppha Sawan until 
1992,, when one of his customers had told him about the fate of the 
Religiouss Land. This customer invited Dr Phichai to the Huppha 
Sawan'ss headquarters, and since then Dr Phichai dropped by every 

444 On February 23, 1991, a group of array officers - known as the 'Class Five 
Group'' - staged a coup d' état. They installed a governing council, named khana 
raksaraksa khwam sangob riaproi haeng chat, or the National Peace Keeping Council 
(NPKC).. Immediately after of the coup, measures restricting the press, labour 
unionss and other democratic organisations were taken. 
455 In 1987 the World Peace Envoy went to Japan, Sri Lanka, Mexico and the 
USA.. The publications of the Prayers Society make no references to Suchart's 
arrestt in late 1987, nor to the fact that he was sentenced to jail for one year in 
1988.. The list of 'Religious Missions for Peace' does not show any significant 
interruptionss as Suchart was released on bail almost immediately. Already in May 
19888 he had left again for another mission to the United States. 
466 Unless otherwise indicated, this section is based on an interview with Dr 
Phichaii Tovivich held on February 7,1997. 
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noww and then. At one of his visits he met 'Achan' Suchart - now 
bearingg the monk's name Phra Ariyawanso - who still pays an oc-
casionall  visit to the Huppha Sawan.47 Achan Suchart invited Dr 
Phichaii  to become the new daily leader  of the organisation,48 and to 
becomee the successor  of the late Professor  Khlum Wacharobon. Dr 
Phichaii  used to know Professor  Khlum as he had been one of his 
studentss at Chulalongkorn University. Although Dr  Phichai felt 
honouredd by the request, and although he respected Professor 
Khlumm very much, he refused the offer  because he did not feel 
competentt  to fulfi l this position. 

But,, as Dr  Phichai says, nothing happens by mere chance. 
Whatt  he was not aware of at that time - but what he does know now 
-- was that the spirit of Somdet To was working hard to find a new 
leaderr  for  the Huppha Sawan.49 Therefore Somdet To had consulted 
thee spirit of Professor  Khlum whether  he knew someone who would 
bee suitable for  this task. Professor  Khlum' s spirit had suggested Dr 
Phichai.. On one of his next visits to the Huppha Sawan, the spirit of 
Somdett  To [in a possession session with Suchart/Phra Ariyawanso 
ass the monk's spirit medium] told Dr  Phichai that the spirit of Pro-
fessorr  Khlum 'in person' had recommended Dr  Phichai as the new 
leader.500 Dr  Phichai was very impressed and felt that he had to offer 

Inn the organisation's publications on the teachings and activities of Suchart 
beforee entering monkhood, he is usually called the 'World Peace Envoy' (thut 
santiphapsantiphap haeng lok). His followers addressed him as phanathan (your excel
lency)) (Jackson 1989:155). Since his second period as World Peace Envoy (from 
19877 to 1992) this had changed in achan Suchart' (Dr Suchart)' and even 'Pro
fessorr Dr (satsarachari) Suchart.' The list 'Awards and Honours received from 
Foreignn Countries' mentions an 'Honorary Doctorate Degree of Humane Letters 
(LHD)) from John Dewey University Consortium of America (1987), the title 
'Honoraryy Doctor of World Peace' presented by Parthasarathy International Cul
turall Academy, India (1989), and a 'Dignity Degree of Doctor of Divinity' pre
sentedd by Trinity Bible Research Centre, India (1989). Not only his followers 
addressedd him as achan, but also most foreign institutions and individuals ad
dressedd their letters now to Dr Suchart or Professor Dr Suchart Kosolkitiwong. It 
shouldd be noted that the title achan expresses the esteem for respected persons 
withh a particular knowledge, skill, or proficiency, and that its use is certainly not 
limitedd to an academic context. Achan is comparable to the traditional Western 
usee of 'Master,' including its non-academic usage. 
488 Until this very day Suchart remains the spiritual leader. 
499 He knows this because it was told to him by the spirit of Somdet To. The spirit 
mediumm is Suchart, who is the spirit medium for the three Bodhisattvas. 
500 This may seem in contradiction with my observation in Chapter II that monk
hoodd puts restrictions on spirit mediumship, since dressing up according to the 
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hiss support. After all, there were no reasons to refuse. The Huppha 
Sawann was only striving for good things: peace, religion, the king, 
andd the monarchy in general. 

Subsequently,, Dr Phichai was installed as the President of 
thee Samnak Pu Sawan Fellows' Society, an organisation founded in 
19922 'in order to carry out the ten objectives of Samnak Pu Sawan' 
(SPSFSS 1996). Dr Phichai took responsibility for all major activities 
aroundd the Fellow's Society. At present he is also the President of 
thee Jinapanjara Suttam Prayers Society (the Prayers Society), the 
Presidentt of the Inter-Religious Foundation for Peace, and Secretary 
Generall of the Office of the World Peace Envoy. 

Underr the energetic guidance of Dr Phichai the situation has 
improvedd tremendously. The headquarters are located in a side lane 
off Petchkasem Road (Bangkok), in a brand-new four-storey build
ing,, named Ariya Sai Si, (The Four Noble Truths). The old 'resi
dence'' (samnak), built not long after the establishment of the 
Samnakk Pu Sawan (which was first located in a ordinary house), is 
oppositee the Ariya Sai Si building. The samnak is still used, but is 
noo longer as significant as before. The first floor of the Ariya Sai Si 
buildingg houses a vegetarian restaurant (Jay Jay) and a book- and 
amulett shop (Dharma Maitree Shop). The second floor contains a 
permanentt exhibition on 'The Twelve World Religions.'51 On the 
thirdd floor one can find the offices of, among others, the Samnak Pu 
Sawann Fellows' Society, the Prayers Society, the Praying Society 
forr Paying Respect to the Bodhisattva Avoliketsavara (the Chinese 
goddesss Chao Mae Kuan Im), and The Vegetarian Centre of Thai
land.. The Office of the World Peace Envoy is accommodated on 
thiss floor as well. Most important, however, is the fourth floor with 
thee Meditation Hall, or Hall of Samnakk Pu Sawan's Great Teachers 
(Boromm Kru Hall). Here not only the statues of the Buddha (phra 
phutthaphuttha rattana), Luang Pu Thuat, Somdet To, Thao Maha Phrom 

possessingg spirit would imply a literal disrobing of the monk. But in this case, the 
monkk Phra Ariyawanso is possessed by the spirit of the monk Somdet To, cir
cumventingg the dressing problem. 
511 Hinduism, Judaism, Shintoism, Taoism, Zoroastrianism, Zen, Buddhism, 
Christianity,, Confucianism, Islam, Sikhism, and Baha'i. The exhibition is divided 
intoo twelve 'corners', each dedicated to one religion. In the corners are on dis
play:: photographs of the religions' main places of worship; religious parapherna
liaa (if available); photographs of religious leader(s) or, if existing, photographs of 
thee religious leader(s) with Suchart and/or photographs of the religious leader(s) 
withh King Bhumibol. 
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Chinnaa Panchara, Chao Mae Kuan lm, and the Buddha Maitreya are 
exhibited,, but even relies of these Great Teachers. With its marble 
floorr  and its teak panelling this clean, luxurious, air-conditioned 
placee breathes an atmosphere in between of that of a modern temple 
andd the entrance hall of a bank. The people present are usually lost 
inn meditation, or  praying on deep red mats in front of the holy im-
ages.. On Saturdays, Sundays, important religious holidays, royal 
birthdayss and other  royal celebrations, and on every first  and nine-
teenthh day of the month, meditation, chanting and praying sessions 
aree organised in this Hall. Once again, the Huppha Sawan is pros-
peringg and in smooth waters. 

Too introduce the reader  to the renewed millenarianism and 
spiritualismm of the Huppha Sawan/Prayers Society, I wil l discuss the 
rolee of spirits in Dr  Phichai's personal lif e on the basis of an inter-
vieww I had with him in August 1997, and a booklet he wrote in 1997 
aboutt  the imminent end of the world. By the end of 1998 at least 
600,0000 copies of this booklet had been distributed for  free and a 
neww edition was planned.52 

SpiritualismSpiritualism and materialism 

Accordingg to Dr  Phichai, the spirits of Luang Pu Thuat and Somdet 
To,, and Thao Maha Phrom Chinna Panchara are co-operating in 
heaven.. Luang Pu Thuat is in control of the spirits and Somdet To is 
hiss assistant. The special powers of Somdet To are more in the field 
off  compassion (metta) which for  Dr  Phichai mainly means protec-
tionn against illness and health problems. Thao Maha Phrom Chinna 
Pancharaa averts evil. Together  they oversee everything: they are a 
comprehensivee entity. For  Dr  Phichai personally, Luang Pu Thuat is 
thee most important Bodhisattva. Whenever  he has to do something 
off  importance he directs himself to Luang Pu Thuat first  of all. 
Askedd in what respects the three Bodhisatrvas are so important to 
him,, he told example after  example, revealing the practical and ma-
teriall  nature of the support the spirit world (lok winyari) provides to 
Drr  Phichai. Apart from this, the case of Dr  Phichai is a fine example 
off  support from the spirit world taking the shape of an almost per-
sonall  relationship. Irrespective of the centrality of Somdet To in the 

Seee The Bangkok Post, 26-10-1998, feature: The prophecies of Dr Phichai 
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Prayerss Society's teachings, and of the equestrian statue as its main 
placee of worship, for his day-to-day business concerns Dr Phichai 
solelyy relies on the protection and support of Luang Pu Thuat, who 
thereforee may be regarded as his personal patron (thi phung, see 
Chapterr II). I have chosen to present a substantial part of Dr 
Phichai'ss enumeration to demonstrate how his spiritualism reveals 
hiss material preoccupations. 

Drr Phichai began with the story of his secretary's stolen car. 
Drr Phichai had directed a prayer to Luang Pu Thuat and a week 
laterr they received a telephone call from the police that the car was 
found.. In 1996, when Dr Phichai was attending the World Trancen-
dentall Meditation Congress in the Netherlands, he met a professor 
whoo told him that his car was stolen that week in Amsterdam (here 
Drr Phichai expressed his surprise upon learning that 'rich' and 'de
veloped'' countries like the Netherlands still have to cope with car 
theft).. He told the professor how the car of his secretary was re
turnedd and promised that he would do his best to get the professor's 
carr back. In order to do so, Dr Phichai needed a description of the 
car,, and place and time of the crime. After the congress Dr Phichai 
wentt to Amsterdam. He went to the street where the car had been 
stolenn and directed a prayer to Luang Pu Thuat. A few months later, 
veryy unexpectedly, the son of the professor - on his way to Burma -
camee to see Dr Phichai to tell him how grateful his father was. The 
carr had been found! It was completely burned out, but that was no 
problem.. Because it had been found, the insurance compensated for 
thee lost car. 

Uponn my question how this could happen, Dr. Pichai ex
plainedd to me how the spirit world operates. Since he has made a 
studyy of the spirit world, Dr Phichai knows that Luang Pu Thuat is 
inn charge of all spirits residing in the human world. These spirits not 
onlyy include the spirits of the dead, but also the spirits of places. 
Everyy place on earth has its own spirit. We are not able to see those 
spirits,, but they can see us. So in case of the stolen cars, Dr Phichai 
askedd Luang Pu Thuat to get in touch with the spirit of the place 
wheree the car was stolen to ask that spirit what he had seen, what 
thee thief looked like, which direction the car went, etc. Then Luang 
Puu Thuat passes this information to all other spirits. As soon as one 
spiritt sees the car or recognises the thief, he will contact Luang Pu 
Thuat.. Luang Pu Thuat, subsequently, will take care that the infor
mationn reaches the human world. 'Actually' Dr Phichai said, 'the 

232 2 



principl ee is very similar  to contacting the police in this world, only 
thiss is more effective.' 

Luangg Pu Thuat not only helps to return stolen objects, but 
alsoo supports Dr  Phichai in many other  respects. For  instance, when 
Drr  Phichai has to see a potential customer to persuade him to place 
ann order  with him, he also asks Luang Pu Thuat to approach the 
spiritt  of the place to assist Dr  Phichai in convincing that person. 
'Thi ss works amazingly well, actually it works always. So many 
timess things have happened that could not be explained without the 
protectionn of Luang Pu Thuat and the other  Bodhisattvas.' 

Takee for  instance that time when he had to send a new price 
listt  to a company in Khorat. Whether  his fir m would receive an or-
derr  would depend on the prices. Many times his secretary attempted 
too fax the list, but she did not succeed. At a certain moment an other 
employeee rushed into the secretary's office: the list she wanted to 
faxx contained the wrong prices (too high). Thereupon she tried to 
faxx the correct list, which offered no problem at all. It turned out 
that,, while attempting to send the wrong fax, all the time she had 
dialledd the phone instead of the fax number. 

Drr  Phichai also told about another, very similar, experience. 
Thee company where he used to buy equipment had become very 
expensive,, so Dr  Phichai decided to contact a cheaper, Japanese 
firm.firm.  The prices of this fir m were good, so it was decided to place 
ann order  with them. For  reasons unclear, it was impossible to send 
thee fax with the order. At a certain moment they received a phone 
calll  from the Japanese firm . They told Dr  Phichai to wait a littl e 
longerr  with the order, since a special discount would be arranged. 
Whenn the definitive prices were clear  there were no problems with 
sendingg the fax at all. 

Thee most recent example of the continuous support from the 
spiritt  world happened just a few months earlier. The firm  of Dr 
Phichaii  wanted to place an order  of two million bant with a German 
company.. Normally, when an order  exceeds one million bant it is 
possiblee to arrange special conditions for  payment. This generally 
includess a tax exemption and the possibility to pay in instalments 
overr  a longer  period. There is a disadvantage, though: one has to 
payy interest. This time he could not succeed in getting such an ex-
tendedd payment arrangement. Even a complaint was sent to the 
motherr  company in Germany, but that did not help either. But now 
Drr  Phichai realises that the spirit world was protecting him. The re-
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centt devaluation of the baht would have cost him an extra 600,000 
bantt if he would have actually negotiated the arrangement. 

Thee protection of the spirit world works in other important 
situationss as well. Once, Dr Phichai wanted to send a complaint to 
thee government about the way they had treated the Huppha Sawan. 
Whilee he was writing the electricity broke down and he was unable 
too finish his letter. Dr Phichai told Achan Suchart that he had not 
finishedfinished writing yet. Then Achan Suchart said that there was a rea
sonn for the electricity breakdown: the letter was too provoking. 
Thus,, Dr Phichai reformulated the letter in much milder expres
sions.. As a result, the letter was received very well and printed in 
manyy newspapers without any problems. 

Anotherr strange phenomenon Dr Phichai noticed is that eve
rybodyy who is honest to him is doing very well, and the other way 
round!! All his business partners are experiencing economic pro
gress.. But as soon as somebody tries to cheat him (what fortunately 
rarelyy happens) the swindler suffers an economic setback or worse. 

Forr instance, a company had asked the firm of Dr Phichai to 
draww the plan for a new laboratory. This (very reasonably priced) 
100,0000 baht order was part of a larger project, costing over twenty-
threee million baht. After they had sent in the designs, they did not 
hearr anything anymore and no payment was made. So Dr Phichai 
startedd to send reminders, but the company did not react. At a cer
tainn moment Dr Phichai sent a final notice, with the warning that if 
theyy did not pay before a certain date, a lawsuit would be filed. Dr 
Phichaii did not receive anything on Saturday, he did not receive 
anythingg on Sunday. On Monday morning Dr Phichai received the 
newss that Monday morning around 01.00 AM, just after the dead
linee had expired, a big fire had destroyed the entire company build
ing.. Dr Phichai's concluded: 'Now their costs were far and far 
higherr then when they had paid those 100,000 baht.' Dr Phichai has 
aa similar example of punishment through interference of the spirit 
world:: at another company that had refused to pay a bill, a burglar 
tookk away all valuables. 

Anotherr example: Dr Phichai had a long-standing business 
relationshipp - for some twenty years - with a Japanese firm. At a 
certainn moment the owner learned that Dr Phichai was also working 
ass a university lecturer. Thereupon this man suddenly regarded Dr 
Phichaii no longer as being a real manager. Since that time he ar
rangedd all things with Dr Phichai's partner. This partner wanted to 
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movee their  firm  to another  part of Bangkok. This resulted in a break 
betweenn the two men, as Dr  Phichai and the majorit y of his em-
ployeess had a different opinion on that matter. Consequently, the 
partnerr  and Dr  Phichai continued their  businesses independently. 
Thee Japanese firm  remained with the partner, and Dr  Phichai found 
anotherr  fir m to co-operate with. The end of the story was that both 
hiss ex-partner  and the Japanese firm  went broke. Dr  Phichai's new 
business,, on the contrary, expanded and became an internationally 
operatingg firm. 

EnvironmentalEnvironmental millenarianism 

Thee cornerstone of Suchart's general policy was to present the 
Hupphaa Sawan as part of an international network, and as working 
forr  an internationally accepted good cause, namely, peace. Al-
thoughh the threat of a Thir d World War is still part and parcel of the 
Hupphaa Sawan's teachings, the Cold War and the threat of commu-
nismm have faded into the background at present. Today the organi-
sation'ss doomsday expectations are articulated in terms of another 
globall  anxiety: the destruction of the environment and its disastrous 
consequencess for  the world, and for  the Thai nation in particular . In 
thiss new perspective, the presentation as an organisation with 
internationall  contacts and concerns has remained important. 

Inn 1997 Dr. Pichai published a booklet in a Thai and an Eng-
lishh edition, in which he warns the Thai people and the world of the 
imminentt  disasters from all four  elements that wil l hit the world 
fromm 1999 onwards. His predictions, leaning on a prophesy of the 
Buddhaa and the prognostications of Nostradamus,5 are embedded 

^A.D.^A.D. 1999: The World in Disaster; B.E. 2542: The Ways for Survival! 1999 Lok 
Phinat;Phinat; 2542 Phaen Yu Rot, Compiled by Associate Professor Dr Phichai 
Tovivich.. The English translation is published 'To Celebrate the Auspicious Oc
casionn of His Majesty the King Bhumibol Adulyadej the Great's 6th Cycle Brith-
dayy [sic] Anniversary 5th December 1999.' 
544 Throughout the period of research Nostradamus was a big hit. The predictions 
weree widely read and regularly discussed in the media. The translation by Prof. 
Charoenn Watanasin was a bestseller in 1997 and 1998. Dr Phichai thus shares his 
interestt in Nostradamus with many other Thai. The host of the popular television 
talkk show Ti Sip (10 PM) told the audience in a broadcast dedicated to the 
propheciess that he believed in the predictions, although only 50-50. He said that 
'thee world wouldn' t explode as he [Nostradamus] may have suggested, but there 
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inn the environmental perspective of global warming. The Buddha is 
believedd to have predicted that his teachings would start to decay 
graduallyy half-way a cycle of 5,000 years, from 2,500 BE (1957 
AC)) onwards.55 The moral decay would eventually cause suffering 
andd disasters. Where Suchart linked the dark era with communism 
andd World War III, Dr Phichai emphasises devastation by natural 
disasters.. Earthquakes, irregular droughts and floods, tornadoes, 
volcanicc eruptions, and toxic air will torment humanity, and destroy 
90%% of the earth's surface, except for Thailand which will suffer 
damagee for 70% only. Only good people (that is, those who medi
tate,, follow the five precepts, pray the phra khatha chinna panchon, 
andd worship holy objects) will be spared. After the disasters: 

[t]hee number of the survivors in Thailand will be higher than 
thosee of other  countries. The Thai language may become the 
majormajor language of the world at last because foreign people, 
thoughh alive, will lose their mental consciousness. The 
morall Thai survivors will be the chroniclers of the events for 
thee next generation (Phichai 1997:28-29, emphasis in origi
nal). . 

Drr Phichai's predictions on Thai survivors echo Dr Charoen's theo
riess on mental health and Buddhist morality. In his introduction Dr 
Phichaii places his ominous predictions in the context of King Bhu-
mibol'ss concern with the environment and the preservation of for
ests.. As 1999 would also be the year of the king's sixth cycle 
birthdayy (72nd) anniversary, the praying sessions from August 1997 
onwardss were called the 'Chanting for National Security Project,' 
dedicatedd to this auspicious occasion. From the spirit world Somdet 
Too is working to delay the disasters for thirty years. But, whether he 

iss a trend that the world would be wrecked by war' (quotation taken from The 
Nation,Nation, 27-2-1988). 
555 According to Craig Reynolds this idea is 'an invention of modern Buddhist 
consciousness'' (Hamilton 1993: 374 note 1). However, an inscription made in 
13577 by the Sukhothai King Luethai mentions that the Buddha has predicted that 
hiss teachings would not last forever, already. Also King Luethai believed that the 
Buddhaa era would last 5,000 year. For King Luethai, however, not the year 2,500 
BEE but particularly the year 2,000 BE (1456/7) was significant as by then the 
Buddhistt scriptures would be lost. Without the meritorious effect of being able to 
recitee or to listen to the scriptures, the chance of a good rebirth would decrease 
tremendouslyy (Terwiel 2001). 
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wil ll  succeed depends on the joint efforts of all good people. Again 
proclaimingg a possible postponement of the apocalypse, the Prayers 
Society'ss teachings continue Suchart's line of millenarianism. 

Inn a nutshell the booklet of Dr  Phichai is another  example of 
thee mixed discourse which incorporates science, contemporary po-
liticall  issues, and nationalism into Thai middle-class spirituality . 
Forr  instance, we may note how scientifically formulated warnings 
(globall  warming, melting polar  icecaps, ozon depletion) are brought 
intoo line with predictions made by the Buddha and Nostradamus. At 
thee same time the booklet provides a moral context for  the nation-
widee concern with the consequences of the local destruction of the 
environmentt  (landslides in the South, yearly floods in Bangkok, 
droughtss in the Northeast, nation-wide deforestation, air- and water 
pollution). . 

Drr  Phichai's concerns are actually more with the Buddhist 
morall  order  than with the environment, which becomes clear  from 
thee fact that the changes of conduct he advises are merely moral in 
nature.. The theme of the superiority of the Thai morality leading to 
thee Thai language becoming the world' s major  language demon-
stratess the ardent nationalism involved, and at the same time shows 
howw the hegemony of the United States has become a model of ul-
timatee global power. Finally, by asking his readers to dedicate the 
meritt  generated by chanting and meditating to the king, Dr  Phichai 
confirmss the king's position at the apex of the moral order  and, 
withoutt  explicitly saying so, as the only one who can avert the im-
minentt  disasters. Here Dr  Phichai connects his millenarianism with 
thee widely held conviction that the destination of the Thai nation 
largelyy depends on the virtu e and merit of the king. In Chapter  V I 
wil ll  elaborate on the import of this belief for  the King Chulalong-
kornn cult and the cult which simultaneously takes shape around 
Kin gg Bhumibol. Here, I wil l pursue my argument on the importance 
off  individuals with an education in Western sciences - Weber's lite-
ratirati  of the present - for  current developments in Thai popular  re-
ligiosityy a littl e further . 

Prominentt  scientists as Dr  Charoen, Professor  Khlum, Pro-
fessorr  Dhephanom and Dr  Phichai at least blur  the distinction be-
tweenn 'scientific'  and 'supernatural'  discourses. Their  convictions 
aree widely disseminated through their  regular  exposure in the mass 
media,, as well as through the high output of seminars, lectures, 
books,, and tapes produced by the network they are part of. In July 
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1997,, 4,000 people attended the * first-ever' seminar in Thailand on 
UFOs,, telepathic contact with aliens, and a possible outbreak of star 
wars.566 In Februari 1998 'the country's leading astrologers, media
tors,, yogis, academics, and scientists' attended a two-day seminar 
entitledd '1999-2000: The World According to the Doomsday Pre
dictionn and How to Survive,' a seminar very much in line with Dr 
Phichai'ss predictions of environmental disasters.57 

Thee use of scientific vocabulary, categories, and methodolo
giess for approaching supernatural phenomena is appealing to large 
groupss of people - including members of the establishment - who 
havee no academic background but who regard themselves as 'mod
ern.'' Because of its powerful blending with nationalism and moral
ityy such thinking enables people to believe in the supernatural while 
beingg a truly modern person and a Thai Buddhist at the same time. 
Too be clear, this new, blending discourse is more than a scientific 
endorsementt on supernatural phenomena: for the people involved it 
makess supernatural reality even more real than it was already. This 
modernn spiritualist discourse therefore is a vital element for ex
plainingg the continuing appeal of the Reincarnation Club, the Hup-
phaa Sawan/Prayers Society, and related phenomena among which 
thee King Chulalongkorn cult. 

TheThe Prayers Society and the King Chulalongkorn cult 

Anotherr explanation for the Huppha Sawan/Prayers society's suc
cesss is its ability to incorporate the latest trends in popular religios
ityy in its teachings. There is no evidence that the Huppha Sawan had 
everr shown any specific interest in King Chulalongkorn before the 
Prayerss Society started with its chanting sessions at the equestrian 
monument.. Suchart - like many other Sino-Thai - worshipped King 
Taksin.588 As early as 1973 the Huppha Sawan erected a statue of 
Kingg Taksin as a sign of respect next to the samnak. Among the 
statuess of the Religious Land of Huppha Sawan there was only one 

Seee The Nation, 7-6-1997. The article quotes, among other attendants, both Dr 
Phichaii and Prof. Dr Dhephanom. 
577 Quoted from The Bangkok Post, 22-2-1998. The article, again, quotes Prof. Dr. 
Dhephanom,, 'well-known for his contacts with aliens and chairman of the Mind 
Researchh Institute' (i.e. the Reincarnation Club). 

Taksinn had a Thai mother and Chinese father. 
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kinglyy statue, that of Rama I - the founder of Bangkok and the pre
sentt Chakri Dynasty. The erection of this statue in 1978/1979, how
ever,, should be understood against the background of the approach 
off 1982, when Thailand was to celebrate the bicentenary of Bang
kokk as the national capital, as well as of the Chakri dynasty. These 
auspiciouss jubilees made 1982 an ideal year to organise auspicious 
events,, such as the three-day International Peace Conference 
plannedd already in 1978. 

Summarising,, the development of the organisation's interest 
inn King Chulalongkorn parallels the increasing general popularity of 
thee king among the Thai populace. It is no coincidence that the 
prayingg and chanting sessions at the equestrian statue of King Chu
lalongkornn started in 1993, the same period that Wat Doi Chang and 
Maee Wan incorporated worshipping King Chulalongkorn into their 
religiouss practices. Linking their activities with the King Chu
lalongkornn cult gave the Huppha Sawan an excellent opportunity to 
recoverr from its impasse, just as linking with the King Chulalong
kornn cult gave the abbot and the spirit medium the opportunity to 
recruitt a large group of followers from various parts of the country 
andd from different sections of society. In the remainder of this sec
tionn I will attempt to provide a better comprehension of the dynam
icss of the King Chulalongkorn cult by focussing on the mutual 
influencee between the King Chulalongkorn cult and the Prayers So
ciety. . 

Whatt explanation does the Prayers Society itself give to its 
initiativee to organise praying sessions at the equestrian statue? Dr 
Phichaii provided the following answer. He told me that the Prayers 
Societyy started the praying sessions to counterbalance the failing 
healthh of King Bhumibol with the positive power generated by the 
praying.. The concern for the King's health is not only the Prayers 
Society's,, but is a lasting and increasing worry, shared by the ma
jorityy of the populace (see further Chapter V). When King Bhumi
boll was hospitalised in March 1995 due to heart problems, the 
Prayerss Society intensified the praying program by organising addi
tionall praying and chanting sessions at other royal statues. The in
tensifiedd program, according to Dr Phichai, proved very effective. 
Almostt immediately His Majesty's health began to improve and it 
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didd not take long before he could leave the hospital in good health 
again.59 9 

Thiss perspective implies that in the Prayers Society's teach
ingss neither King Chulalongkorn nor other late kings of the Chakri 
dynastyy play any specific role in protecting the religion, the nation, 
andd the monarchy. Their statues function merely as auspicious 
placess suitable for - nationalistic - praying sessions, like certain 
datess or occasions are regarded as auspicious moments in time to 
organisee a session. In the organisation's beliefs the spiritual and 
magicall power of Somdet To and his phra khatha chinnapanchon 
aree of much more significance. In fact, the King Chulalongkorn cult 
hardlyy affects the Prayers Society's teachings as such. But, con
versely,, the presence and practices of the Prayers Society on the 
Royall Plaza do affect other people's rites of worship. First of all, as 
II will describe below, the increasing number of people participating 
inn the praying sessions makes it more difficult to confine oneself to 
individuall worshipping. 

Beforee the chanting begins, a tape with a song in honour of 
Kingg Chulalongkorn is played loudly.60 At the first note all partici
pantss rise from the sheets and stand. The scene is very much like the 
Nationall Anthem is being played. As I noticed, for most 'independ
ent'' worshippers, largely sitting between the statue and the Prayers 
Society,, this standing up is 'irresistible.' Not joining in the rising 
wouldd seem rude and disrespectful. In addition, the Prayers Soci
ety'ss volunteers take care that leaflets with the chanting program are 
distributedd to everybody present, inviting them to join in the chant
ing.. Again, many people comply. As I was told upon asking some 
off those people why they participated, 'why not?' One cannot pos
siblyy have any moral or religious objection against chanting these 
texts.. Furthermore, the overwhelming effect of hundreds of people 
chantingg celebrated Pali-texts should not be underestimated. In such 

Kingg Bhumibol was hospitalised on March 15,1995, suffering from a narrowed 
arteryy substantially blocking the blood flow to the heart. The king underwent car-
dio-vascularr treatment and was discharged from hospital on March, 27, 1995. Dr 
Phichaii did not mention the surgical treatment in his account of His Majesty's 
recovery. . 
600 The name of the song is Phra Piya Maharat (Great Beloved King). Its musical 
genree stands in between a German schlager and a Russian folk dance, with a 
touchh of opera. Anyhow, the song breathes a rather Western atmosphere. As 
manyy other songs from the Prayers Society's repertoire, Phra Piya Maharat was 
writtenn and composed by Mr. Prasert. 
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ann atmosphere it becomes almost impossible to conduct some form 
off individual worshipping. 

Overr the two years that I have been a regular visitor to the 
square,, the 'absorption process* clearly was cumulative. And since 
alll participants time and again conduct the same procedure collec
tively,, the sessions offer an extremely homogeneous - and impres
sivee - image, making it seem that all have a single aim and a 
commonn belief. However, the increase of the number of people 
joiningg the Prayers Society's Thursday sessions does not imply that 
thesee people develop a more intensive engagement with the organi
sationn or its teachings. The number of participants at the equestrian 
statuee sessions always exceeded the number of participants at other 
royall monuments by far, which demonstrates that for the majority 
off the Thursday participants their veneration for King Chulalong-
kornn is the main motive to engage in the sessions. 

Thiss leaves us with the question why King Chulalongkorn 
cann so easily be worshipped together with, or even via, Somdet To 
orr the phra khatha chinnapanchon. The import of this question 
reachess further than an attempt to understand the dynamics of the 
Thursdayy evenings at the equestrian statue, because the veneration 
forr Somdet To, as well as for other saints and divinities, is often 
combinedd with the King Chulalongkorn cult. Apparently, the incor
porationn of King Chulalongkorn in the pantheon of popular reli
giouss figures did not replace any monk or deity already venerated. 
Doess this imply that King Chulalongkorn possesses qualities that 
otherr saints are missing? 

Virtuallyy in every place where I found King Chulalongkorn 
ass an important object of worship, Somdet To, Luang Pu Thuat, and 
Chaoo Mae Kuan Im were worshipped too. At such temples and 
spiritt medium residences one generally will find copies of the phra 
khathakhatha chinnapanchon for free distribution. Apart from these four 
divinities,, a multitude of other (local) holy monks, gods, and kings 
mayy fill the halls and altars of temples and spirit mediums. Wat Doi 
Changg and the tamnak of Mae Wan are clear examples of such 
places,, and in this respect they hardly differ from the Ariya Sai Si 
buildingg of the Prayers Society. In the final section of this chapter I 
willl limit myself to the co-existence of the cults of Somdet To and 
Luangg Pu Thuat with that of King Chulalongkorn, because these 
twoo cults are most prominent nation-wide. The cult of Chao Mae 
Kuann Im in fact would deserve similar attention, but I will omit this 
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cultt because it belongs more particularly to Sino-Thai culture, 
whichh has not been a specific target of my research. 

TheThe Thai pantheon in transition 

Somdett To and Luang Pu Thuat both belong to the category of 
monkss who are venerated for the magical powers they are believed 
too possess. Such monks are usually addressed with the epithet luang 
phopho or luang pu (literally venerable father/venerable grandfather). 1 

Thee connection between monks and magic is an ancient one, and 
stilll is part and parcel of present-day Thai Theravada Buddhism 
(Kirschh 1977; Mulder 1973; Peltier 1977; Tambiah 1988 [1984]; 
Taylorr 1993; Terwiel 1994 [1979]; Turton 1991). However, al
thoughh any monk might engage in healing practices, applying magic 
tattoos,, making lottery predictions, or the production of amulets, 
doingg so does not make him a luang pho yet. To follow Peltier's 
explanation,, the assignment of the epithet luang pho is a popular 
assignmentt which does not follow any established rules, but solely 
dependss on the strength of the belief of the laity in a monk's super
naturall powers (aphinihan). But since the acclaimed supernatural 
powerss result from knowledge of the Buddhist scriptures, medita
tion,, and moral discipline, most luang pho are praised for their ex
cellencee in these practices. This explains why many luang pho 
belongg to one particular category of monks, the phra thudong or 
forestt monks. These monks follow thirteen additional ascetic pre
ceptss (dhuthanga) and, as opposed to urban or village monks, dwell 
inn reclusion in the forest. For the laity these monks are wandering 

Thee title somdet (Somdet To) is an exception. Most luang pho have been ab
botss (chao awat) (cf. Peltier 1977). Somdet To, apart from being the abbot of Wat 
Rakhang,, had the rank of phra phutthachan (venerable teacher) which is the 
highestt title awarded to monks in service of the palace (ibid.:97, note 1). Because 
off his high rank he was addressed with the title somdet (comparable to 'excel
lency').. The epithet achan (teacher) To instead of Somdet To is frequently heard, 
too.. Moreover, using the epithet Luang Pho instead of Somdet, as I have been 
told,, is not only inappropriate but also confusing. The name Luang Pho To refers 
too an Ayutthayan monk who was specialised in black magic (sayasat) and whose 
amuletss are in particular popular among thieves and machos (nakleng). Somdet 
To'ss powers, on the contrary, stem from his 'Buddhist qualities,' such as his 
knowledgee of the scriptures, his meditative skills, and his compassion (metta, 
lovingg kindness, see also below). 

242 2 



saints,, superior  in meditation and famous for  their  supernatural 
qualitiess (Taylor  1993). The lay appreciation and patronage of phra 
thudongthudong - a phenomenon starting among the elite in the forties and 
popularisedd in the sixties (ibid.) - to a large extent forms the basis 
off  what has become a Huangpho cult.' 

Unti ll  the beginning of the twentieth century, when modern 
mediaa and means of transport in Siam only had started to develop, 
thee fame of a luang pho remained a largely local phenomenon. But 
sincee the early fifties the magical powers of - an ever  growing 
numberr  of - luang pho have become a mass-media topic (Peltier 
1977:16-17).. For  this development I wil l use the generic term 
'luang'luang pho cult'  analogous to Tambiah's 'cult of amulets' (1988 
[1984]).622 Although within this cult a variety of subcults of individ -
uall  luang pho exist, these subcults share quite a number  of charac-
teristics,, which justifies the perception of them as a single 
phenomenon.. The interest in luang pho concerns both deceased and 
livin gg luang pho, as it is believed that also in the present time mira-
cless caused by the power  of dead luang pho occur. This power  usu-
allyy manifests itself through magical objects or  places related to 
thesee monks or  through encounters with these monks' spirits in - as 
hass been discussed in some detail before - dreams, visions, or  spirit 
mediumm sessions. 

Thee media attention paid to livin g luang pho can become so 
substantiall  that some of these monks even become national celebri-
ties,, regularly visited by members of the royal family or  members of 
otherr  elite circles, such as top politicians or  military . It goes without 
sayingg that a visit of the king contributes enormously to the fame of 
thee luang pho concerned (see Taylor  1993:207, 214-218). Neverthe-
less,, support from the highest circles does not imply that the cult 
aroundd an individual luang pho wil l last for  ever. The cult of Luang 
Puu Waen (who lived from 1888 to 1985), for  instance, a monk who 
couldd count the king, Princess Sirindhorn, and, particularly , high 
militar yy among his followers, disintegrated not long after  his death. 
Thee popularity of Somdet To, who died over  a century ago, and 

Inn a similar vein Taylor speaks of a 'chedi cult' (stupa cult) (1993:154-164). 
Thee veneration for certain monks for one part is expressed in the construction of 
huge,, costly stupas, containing relics of the deceased monk. The cults of amulets, 
chedi,chedi, and luang pho are largely one phenomenon, reflecting different aspects of 
ann exploding need for supernatural support. 
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Luangg Pu Thuat, who died many centuries ago, however never seem 
too wane. 

Thee extensive mass-media coverage of luang pho and their 
magicall qualities not only accelerates and broadens the dissemina
tionn of their fame, but also should be understood as being an ex
pressionn of the tremendous need for these qualities. That this need is 
nott easily satisfied is apparent from the enormous quantities of 
amuletss produced with the images of luang pho, the endless stream 
off biographies and other publications dedicated to the lives and 
miracless of the luang pho, and the increasing number of (sometimes 
huge)) luang pho statues erected at temples and other places of wor
shipp (cf. Taylor 1993). To understand how earlier individual, re
gionall luang pho cults evolved into a nation-wide phenomenon in 
thee early fifties, I will give a short overview of the development of 
thee cult of Luang Pu Thuat. Apart from the fact that the Luang Pu 
Thuatt cult so prominently co-exists with the King Chulalongkorn 
cultt at present, there are two other arguments to concentrate on 
Luangg Pu Thuat first. First, thanks to Peltier's research, it is - to my 
knowledgee - the only luang pho cult of which details about the ini
tiall stage of its development into a mass media phenomenon exist. 
Second,, as will be shown, the veneration for Luang Pu Thuat is the 
firstfirst local luang pho veneration that developed into a true national 
luangluang pho mass media cult - or at least one of the first. This pro
videss us with the rare opportunity of a glance at the initial underly
ingg needs, emotions, and circumstances of the worshippers. 

Thee Luang Pu Thuat amulet given to Suchart in 1960 cer
tainlyy was not a seventeenth-century object made by Luang Pu 
Thuatt himself. As I was told, the first Luang Pu Thuat amulets were 
onlyy made in 1954 - or according to another source in 1952 (see 
Peltierr 1977:69, note 2). Charoen (a teacher of photography at a vo
cationall college in Chiang Mai), both a fervent amulet collector and 
aa worshipper of Luang Pu Thuat, told me the following. In 1954, 
thee abbot (Luang Pho Thim) of Wat Chang Hai - a temple not far 
fromm the Malaysian border of which Luang Pu Thuat is said to have 
beenn the abbot - had a vision in which Luang Pu Thuat instructed 
himm to make amulets with his image (see also Peltier 1977:69-70; 
Maudd [forthcoming]).63 In this respect, the Luang Pu Thuat amulets 

Onn my question how the abbot knew for certain that he saw Luang Pu Thuat, 
andd not another monk, Charoen told me that the looks of Luang Pu Thuat were 
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weree radically different from traditional amulets. Traditional amu-
letss have the shape of a Buddha figure, or  bear  the image of the 
Buddha.. Amulets with monks' effigies have characterised the luang 
phopho cult ever  since.64 

Wee may wonder  what the effigies of these venerated monks 
onn this new type of amulets have to offer  that the image of the Bud-
dhaa on a traditional amulet fails to provide. A key for  understanding 
thee specific qualities of this innovation may be that luang pho are 
concretee actors in contemporary or  relatively recent Thai history, 
whereass the Buddha is too abstract and too far  away to enable the 
establishmentt  of a direct personal relationship. Locally venerated 
monkss always have been providing advice and magical protection 
too lay followers. For  their  devotees such monks are thi phung (pa-
trons,, see Chapter  II  and, for  instance, Dr  Phichai's case). To my 
view,, the introduction of portrai t amulets in the luang pho cult and 
subsequentlyy posters, photographs, and statuettes, offered a new 
possibility::  to detach the establishment of a direct personal link with 
aa luang pho from the requirement of his physical nearness, a proc-
esss analogous to the role of portrait s in the King Chulalongkorn cult 
ass described in Chapter  II . The luang pho cult, therefore, shares 
withh the King Chulalongkorn cult the characteristic of being a 'cult 
off  portraits '  and in that sense should be regarded as a true precursor 
off  the King Chulalongkorn cult. A brief comparison between the 
differentt  groups among which the cults of Luang Pu Thuat, Somdet 
To,, and King Chulalongkorn began - in respectively, the fifties, the 
sixtiess and the early nineties - and their  specific concerns and inter-
ests,, wil l clarify what the King Chulalongkorn cult offered beyond 
thee already existing luang pho portrai t cults. 

alreadyy known, pointing to a huge poster of a photo (!) of the monk on the wall (a 
photoo of a wax statue). Already earlier, in a vision to an artisan, Luang Pu Thuat 
hadd manifested himself, describing himself in such detail that the man was able to 
makee a portrait truly resembling the monk. This explanation implies that the 
Luangg Pu Thuat cult was developing already before 1954. The earliest miracle 
attributedd to Luang Pu Thuat is said to have taken place in 1942 (cf. Hauser 
1977:59-60). . 
644 For Thai amulet collectors such 'modern' amulets are as genuine as tradition
allyy styled amulets. They distinguish two categories of genuine amulets: amulets 
madee by luang pho and ancient amulets found at old temples and historical sites 
(seee for instance the FAQ page of Lek Watruak's website on Thai amulets: 
http://www.geocities.coni/rokyoyTeahouse/1428). . 
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LuangLuang Pu Thuat: protection for military 
Nott long after the manufacture of the first Luang Pu Thuat amulets, 
ass the story goes, a group of soldiers of the Thai border police mi
raculouslyy survived an ambush set up by Malaysian rebels. It turned 
outt that the soldiers had been wearing the new Luang Pu Thuat 
amulets,, which explained their survival. The incident was widely 
coveredd in the national press, and made soldiers and officials of 
threee army divisions replace their old amulets with Luang Pu Thuat 
amulets.. The resulting increase of the demand for Luang Pu Thuat 
amuletss lead other temples to produce their own Luang Pu Thuat 
amulets.. Not much later, Luang Pho Thim was invited to preside 
overr several Luang Pu Thuat amulet consecration ceremonies in 
Bangkokk (Peltier 1977:70). Peltier gives a threefold argument to 
explainn the nation-wide explosive development of the Luang Pu 
Thuatt cult. First, a local cult existed already. Second, border inci
dentss and attacks by rebel groups fostered the need for magical pro
tectionn among military. Third, mass-media helped to spread the 
newss of the first miracles fast, and all over the country. Peltier illus
tratess the latter argument by observing that the fame of Luang Pu 
Thuatt in the early seventies even reached into Eastern Laos and 
Westernn Burma, where Thai is well understood and Thai media -
press,, radio, and television - are widespread and easily received 
(ibid.:69).. Presently, a similar observation can be made for the King 
Chulalongkornn cult. Portraits of the king are often arranged on Lao
tiann altars amidst images of Laotian royalty (Evans 1998:xvii-xviii). 

Supernaturall protection against physical threats always has 
beenn part of magical practices around military and warriorship, or 
actually,, manhood in general. There is a vast repertoire of tattoos, 
magicall formulae and amulets protecting the skin against punctures 
byy knives, swords, or bullets, to block enemy guns, or to make a 
mann invisible to his enemies. Most of such protection was, and still 
is,, provided by specialised monks, who pass the secrets of their 
knowledgee to a select group of disciples (see Terwiel 1994; Turton 
1991).. In this light, it is quite understandable that the actual physi
call threats imposed by the Cold War and the actual wars in South
eastt Asia, so shortly upon the Second World War, boosted the need 
forr magical protection among Thai military (cf. Peltier: 1977:50). 
Sincee the 'ambush miracle' Luang Pu Thuat - to my view initially 
moree or less coincidentally - has remained popular in military cir
cles.. The monk's amulets still are strongly associated with 'invul-
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nerability ''  or, more generally, protection against a violent death (tai 
hong).hong). Charoen gave a recent example of this power. In a newspa-
perr  article he had read about the Thai Airways plane crash in China, 
earlyy in 1997, which left many people dead. The only person not 
harmedd at alll  was wearing a Luang Pu Thuat amulet. 

Thee luangpho cult, however, did not remain limited to Luang 
Puu Thuat, nor  to militar y circles, but rapidly expanded to a multi -
tudee of luangpho and to other  sections of society. Soon many other 
monkss - all famous for  more or  less specific supernatural qualities 
andd powerful amulets - became the object of a nation-wide venera-
tion.655 Tambiah - whose research into this subject dates from the 
latee seventies - relates, in rather  general wording, the increasing 
popularit yy of amulets to the uncertainties and dangers that went 
withh the modern, urban lif e of that time (1988:228-229). To my 
view,, we have to understand the particular  popularity of Somdet To 
inn this context. 

SomdetSomdet To: assistance to civil servants 
Forr  many worshippers, Somdet To embodies compassion (metta). 
Thee legend of Somdet To encompasses several anecdotes on the 
monk'ss loving kindness. In the movie Nang Nak, (Mrs. Nak, 1999) 
Somdett  To saves a village community from the upset, mourning 
spiritt  of Mrs. Nak by directing his compassion (phrae metta) to-
wardss the spirit.66 It is believed that a particular  power  of Somdet 
Too is to support someone in his relationship with his superiors (see 
alsoo Peltier  1977:97). Somdet To amulets (phra somdet), or  reciting 
thee phra khatha chinnapanchon, evokes the compassion of those 
whoo are higher  in the hierarchy, which increases somebody's 
chancess of getting a raise in salary or  a job promotion.67 The need 

Peltierr compiled a list of 389 luang pho on the basis of the popular press 
(1977:29-47). . 

Thee connection made between the legend (tamnan) of Nang Nak and Somdet 
Too is not an invention of the director of the movie. The Prayers Society, for in
stance,, disseminates little cards, in size and design almost like a name-card, with 
aa special, short Somdet To khatha, named khatha metta maha niyom (the Great 
Favoritee Compassion Formula), which according to the card Somdet To 'in
structedd to Nang Nak' (son mae nak phra khanong). 
677 Phra somdet amulets show the Buddha on a three-, seven-, or nine-layered 
pedestall and not the effigy of Somdet To, because they are (supposed to be) late 
nineteenthh century amulets made by Somdet To himself. Still, though, the cult of 
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forr this particular power of Somdet To amulets reflects the concerns 
andd desires of the modern, white-collar workforce, whose numbers 
havee been strongly increasing from the fifties onwards.68 In the 
earlyy seventies the cult of Somdet To was well developed already. 
Thee value of an original phra somdet generally was expressed in 
comparisonn with the price of a car, indicating both the high price 
andd the unobtainability of the object (ibid.). In 1971, anticipating 
thee centenary of Somdet To's demise, a large number of phra som-
detdet were miraculously discovered in an old temple, an event that 
wass widely covered by the press. The amulets were distributed 
amongg those who donated a considerable sum to a fund to restore 
Phromm Rangsi temple, a temple in Lopburi province connected with 
Somdett To (whose full name was Phra Phutthachan To Phrom 
Rangsi),Rangsi), The author of a two volume biography on Somdet To pub
lishedd in 1962, Professor Chanchit Krasaesin, declared in The 
BangkokBangkok Times that anyone who believed in Somdet To could tes
tifyy to the authenticity of the amulets (ibid.:189-192). 

Thiss overview shows how changes in popular religious prac
ticess reflect changing societal circumstances. The differences in 
emphasiss between the different luangpho reflect different anxieties. 
Thee Luang Pu Thuat cult reflects the intensifying military tensions 
inn the region and the military's concern for their physical safety. 
Thee Somdet To cult reflects the career needs of the growing num
berss of urban employees and civil servants. However, differing em
phasess do not imply that military officials will not, for instance, 
worshipp Somdet To next to Luang Pu Thuat, nor that civil servants 
doo not wear Luang Pu Thuat amulets. As time goes on, the distinc
tionss tend to become vaguer. Any Thai who believes in the power 
off amulets is eager to own a genuine Somdet To or Luang Pu Thuat 
amulet,, irrespective of profession or class. After all, military are 
equallyy in need of their superiors' metta for promotion as employ-

Somdett To can equally be considered a cult of portraits, as portraits of the monk 
inn the form of photographs, posters, and statues are to be found everywhere. 
688 Between 1960 and 1975 the Bangkok population almost doubled to 5.9 million. 
Itt also was the period in which the urban economy began to accelerate, and em
ploymentt in infrastructural projects, and service- and manufacturing industries 
sharplyy increased (Pasuk & Baker 1995:186-187). The number of 'ordinary offi
cials'' in government service, for instance, expanded from 75,000 in 1944 to 
250,0000 in 1965 (ibid.:288). 
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eess are in need for  protection against tai hong in the form of plane 
orr  car  accidents. 

Apartt  from their  special qualities, saints and their  amulets also 
havee become sources of beneficial power  in general. The simulta-
neouss worshipping of several saints is based both on the idea that 
worshippingg different saints increases the number  of risks covered 
byy their  different qualities and, inasmuch as it concerns beneficial 
powerr  in general, on the idea that 'more is always better.'  King 
Chulalongkornn could, therefore, be easily incorporated in the pan-
theonn of Thai popular  religious figures as is exemplified by the 
commonn joint arrangement of the statues of the foremost luangpho 
andd King Chulalongkorn. What counts for  the individual worship-
perr  is that the luang pho as well as King Chulalongkorn are Thai 
saints,, and are equally part of Thai Buddhism. Illustrativ e in this 
respectt  is the incorporation of Somdet To into the King Chulalong-
kornn myth. Examples are, for  instance, the emphasis put on the in-
timatee relationship between Somdet To and the young Prince 
Chulalongkornn as visualised in figure 22 (see Chapter  III) , and the 
rolee the Huppha Sawan ascribes to Somdet To in the Pak Nam inci-
dentt  (see Chapter  I). 

KingKing Chulalongkorn: support for the self-employed 
Heree we are back at the point of departure of the present section: the 
co-existencee of the King Chulalongkorn cult with so many other 
cults.. To address the question of which new qualities King Chu-
lalongkornn contributed to the pantheon of venerated saints, I finally 
wantt  to discuss the group among which the King Chulalongkorn 
cultt  initiall y developed, because, as we have seen in the case of 
Luangg Pu Thuat and Somdet To, these qualities are best articulated 
byy the concerns of the first  worshippers in the initia l stage of a cult. 
Att  the same time I wil l discuss which new developments in Thai 
societyy are reflected in the King Chulalongkorn cult. 

Thee veneration for  King Chulalongkorn evolved into a public 
cultt  in the late eighties/early nineties among urban people with an 
uncertainn income. According to Nithi , mainly entrepreneurs and 
businesss people - ranging from street vendors, shop keepers, and 
restaurantt  owners to real estate agents and developers, stock traders 
andd other  self-employed people - came to worship King Chu-
lalongkornn at the equestrian statue (1993:12). For  entrepreneurs, 
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whoo for their prospects cannot rely on the benevolence of a direct 
superior,, the image of the king as a benevolent father interested in 
thee well-being of any Thai made him an ideal figure to adopt as a 
patron. . 

Thee first public manifestations of the cult coincided with a 
drasticc acceleration of the Thai economy, which boomed in the sec
ondd half of the eighties.69 Until 1980 agriculture provided in more 
thann 50% of the country's exports (mainly rice and cassava). Be
tweenn 1985 and 1995 the export of manufactured products in
creasedd with 25% annually, leading to a seven-times increase of 
totall exports in 1995. In that period 'thousands of local firms joined 
inn the surge of export-oriented manufacture,' encompassing the 
productionn of a wide variety of goods such as textiles, electronics, 
jewellery,, wood products, auto parts, and processed goods (Pasuk & 
Bakerr 1998:4). Moreover, in the 1980s the population of the Bang
kokk region further increased to 8.9 million (Pasuk & Baker 
1995:198,, 207). The zenith of the boom took place between 1987 
andd 1990. Growing confidence of multinationals in the Thai econ
omyy lead to a strong inflow of foreign capital from 1987 onwards. 
Thiss development, in combination with a continuing rise in export 
profits,, created a boom in the Thai domestic urban market in 1988, 
particularlyy in Bangkok where 48 percent of the country's GDP was 
produced.. Urban consumers increasingly spent money on cars, 
houses,, and luxuries, which in its turn accelerated the growth in real 
estate,, construction, retailing, finance, and telecommunications 
(ibid.:162-164). . 

Highh hopes and great expectations were fed by success stories 
off overnight millionaires, but were balanced by the fear to stay be
hindd or to lose one's gain. 'The sky is the limit' fantasies for one 
partt were reflected in a building boom which rapidly transformed 
thee image of the city. Pasuk and Baker mention, among other ex
amples,, a bank headquarters modelled after a robot toy (the Bank of 
Asia,, 'the Robot building'), modern condominiums surmounted by 
aa Roman temple (for instance, the Jareemart Apartment), Swiss 
cuckoo-clockk houses, and a 'rowhouse development disguised as a 
medievall castle complete with drawbridge.' Shopping malls grew in 

Fromm 1985-1995 the Thai economy was the fastest growing economy in the 
worldd with an annual growth of GNP of 8.4%. Second in line was Korea with a 
growthh of 7.7% (Pasuk & Baker 1998:1, 337). 
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numberr and size, offering customers attractions such as amusement 
parks,, swimming pools, zoos, or virtual-reality parlours. A new 
soapp genre appeared on television, dramatising the excitements and 
difficultiess of the life of the very rich (1998:160-164). In addition to 
thee usual modes of speculation (gambling, stock market, real estate) 
thatt go with finance capital this period was characterised by an in
creasingg proliferation of, borrowing from the Comaroffs, the 'spec
trall enchantments' of capitalism (2000:310). In the Thai case 
religiouss movements, spirit cults, and meditation masters were -
andd still are - increasingly supported by the urban middle class, 
who,, to put it bluntly, sought financial gain, or legitimacy of their 
acquiredd wealth, through meritorious conduct (cf. ibid.).70 The large 
numberr of people putting their faith in direct sale companies, as the 
American-basedd Amway and AIA, and the (Thai) Giffarine, formed 
anotherr dimension of 'the allure of accruing wealth from nothing* 
(ibid.:313).71 1 

Thee further development of the King Chulalongkorn cult 
should,, for one part, be understood against this background of in
tensifyingg preoccupation with wealth. Its spread will also have been 
facilitatedd by the fact that portrait cults around other saints serving 
ass personal patrons were already common practice. The abundance 
off contemporary portraits of King Chulalongkorn supported a sub
sequentt differentiation of the king's image. Along with this differ
entiation,, drawing from the widely known body of narratives 
reflectingg the king's many different qualities, the cult attracted in
creasinglyy broader circles of the urban middle class. The different 
themess addressed in the narratives enabled the worshippers to for
mulatee virtually all modern middle-class concerns in terms of the 

II am referring here, for instance, tot the Thammakai movement. In the 1990s 
sometimess 100,000 people attended their mass meditation meetings. Other exam
pless are the huge cult centers around Chao Mae Kuan Im (such as 'Tamnak Phra 
Maee Kuam Im' in Bangkok and Chiang Mai), and the increasing popularity of the 
Vegetariann Festival in Phuket. These phenomena all are part of a performative 
urbann spiritualism. 
711 'Direct sale' companies work through a pyramidal structure of 'members', 
eachh member trying to find new members through whom one can increase one's 
ownn sales. Amway sells cleansing agents and cosmetics, AIA (American Insur
ancee Association) insurance and Giffarine, which is owned by Princess Chula-
pornn (the youngest daughter of King Bhumibol and Queen Sirikit), mainly 
cosmetics. . 
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Kin gg Chulalongkorn myth: modernity, prosperity, reliable and deci-
sivee authorities and politicians, care and protection, Buddhist moral-
ity ,, emancipation, maintenance of independence and identity in a 
globalisingg world, and staying in control of the future. This parallels 
thee above observations on the origins of the Luang Pu Thuat and 
Somdett  To cults, namely that a new cult reflects new concerns 
amongg an increasing number  of people, initiall y in a specific section 
off  society. In the next chapter  we wil l see how the concerns articu-
latedd in the King Chulalongkorn cult dominate the veneration for 
Kin gg Bhumibol as well, and how, as a consequence, the images of 
bothh kings increasingly merge. 
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V V 
ModernModern Buddhist Kingship 

Inn the preceding chapter  we have seen how King Chulalongkorn as 
thee Great Moderniser  has become an icon around which concerns 
relatedd to Thailand's position in a globalising world can be articu-
lated.. However, this image of the king as Great Moderniser  is, as I 
havee shown, inextricably bound up with his image as an ideal Bud-
dhistt  king. The final step in my analysis of the cult wil l therefore be 
ann investigation of the development of the ideas around Buddhist 
kingshipp in the decades before and during which the King Chu-
lalongkornn cult took shape. This development is closely connected 
withh the image of Thailand's present monarch, King Bhumibol 
Adulyadejj  the Great, as it arose during the more than fifty  years of 
hiss reign. The shift of focus to King Bhumibol also evokes ques-
tionss regarding the developments around the present-day image of 
otherr  Thai/Siamese kings, a subject that wil l only be addressed as 
farr  as it adds to our  understanding of the main subject of study: the 
cultt  of King Chulalongkorn. 

Iff  we look at the steady repertoire of royal images displayed 
onn altars or  at the walls of houses, restaurants, and offices we find 
thee images of King Naresuan (r. 1590-1605), King Taksin (r. 1767-
1781),, King Chulalongkorn, King Bhumibol, and, to a lesser  extent, 
Kin gg Rama I (r. 1782-1809). Most other  kings of Thai history are 
virtuall yy absent, including the three twentieth-century kings that have 
beenn on the throne between the fifth  and the ninth reign - King Va-
jiravud hh (Rama VI , r. 1910-1925), King Prajadiphok (Rama VII , r. 
1925-1935)) and King Ananda Mahidol (Rama VIII , r. 1935-1946). 
Thiss proves once again that neither  kingship alone, nor  recent king-
ship,, forms a sufficient condition to become an object of worship 
(seee also Chapter  III) . It has already been observed that Vajiravud h 
Dayy was a short lived initiative , only. These differences in popular-
ity,, in my view, point to an analogy between the worshipping of 
luangluang pho and the worshipping of kings. Parallel to the observation 
thatt  the assignment of the epithet luang pho is not the outcome of a 
formall  procedure, but depends on the strength of the laity' s belief in 
aa monk's supernatural powers, the degree to which a king is wor-
shippedd largely depends on the strength of the belief in the merit 
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andd grace (bun bar ami) of the king concerned. Where luangpho are 
supposedd to derive their power from knowledge of the Buddhist 
scriptures,, meditation skills, and moral discipline, Thai kings are 
believedd to derive auspicious power from adherence to the 'Ten 
Kinglyy Virtues' and their virtuous deeds. A king's virtuousness is to 
bee judged from the overall welfare of the kingdom, which is per
ceivedd as the result of his merit and grace. Apparently, the bun 
baramibarami of King Naresuan and King Taksin, who both maintained 
Siamm as an independent kingdom in crucial stages of the nation's 
history,, is widely acknowledged.1 So what about the bun barami of 
thee present king? What is the general perception of the present 
monarch'ss influence on the well-being of both individual people 
andd the nation? 

Afterr all that has been said about meritorious Buddhist 
kings,, the question as to the beneficial effect of King Bhumibol ap
pearss rhetorical. The image of King Bhumibol as a king of great 
meritt already emerged from the brief references in the preceding 
chapters.. However, as this chapter will demonstrate, an additional 
focuss on the convergence and divergence of the veneration for King 
Bhumiboll and the King Chulalongkorn cult will not only highlight 
thee interconnectedness of the two phenomena, but also will bring to 
thee fore how feelings of hope and desire, as well as worries and un
easee about current economic and political developments, are articu
latedd around the images of these two kings. A comparison between 
thee images of King Chulalongkorn and King Bhumibol requires an 
overvieww of the signs of meritorious kingship attributed to the lat
ter.. I will start this investigation therefore with an analysis of the 
imagee of King Bhumibol and the elements it is built on. This image 
appearss in television and radio broadcasts, magazines, books (popu
larr as well as official and officially sanctioned) and web sites, and 

11 The veneration for the two kings is not entirely comparable. As King Taksin 
wass beheaded by General Chakri, the later King Rama I (see also below), the po
sitionn of King Taksin as a hero of Thai history is less one-dimensional than that 
off King Naresuan. Furthermore, King Taksin was born from a Chinese father and 
aa Thai mother, which makes him in addition to being regarded as a great Thai 
king,, particularly a hero of the Sino-Thai community. Finally, to my opinion, the 
imagee of King Naresuan is, generally speaking, more appealing than that of King 
Taksinn because King Naresuan embodies 'Thainess as independence' stronger 
thann King Taksin. 
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mostt  importantl y perhaps, also in the verbal accounts of almost any 
Thaii  speaking about the king. 

TheThe royal saint 

Everyy evening on every channel — government, militar y and inde-
pendentt  alike — news broadcasts wil l open with the subject 'royal 
newss and activities.'  In hierarchical order, the events of the day re-
latedd to members of the royal family wil l appear  on the screen. Pro-
videdd there actually is news to cover, we would first see King 
Bhumibol,, to be followed by Queen Sirikit , Crown Prince Va-
jiralongkorn ,, Princess Sirindhorn, and Princess Chulabhora respec-
tively.. Also the activities of other  members of the royal family, like 
forr  instance the Crown Prince's former  wife and their  daughter, 
mayy be included in the news. The general public activities of the 
royall  family encompass such things as attending important Buddhist 
ceremonies;;  cremations of members of the elite; openings of com-
panies,, factories, or  schools; receiving government dignitaries and 
representativess of foreign countries; conferring distinctions on offi-
cials;;  and the presentation of (hundreds of) diplomas to students of 
certainn higher  or  elite educational institutes. This latter  activity is a 
phenomenonn by itself. Because of the large number  of students in-
volvedd such presentations are orchestrated down to the smallest de-
tail .. Particularl y important are the manner  in which the royal visitor 
hass to be approached and the movements of the hand when receiv-
ingg the diploma. Every time a diploma is presented a picture is 
made.. As a result, throughout the kingdom hundreds of thousands 
off  graduation photographs are proudly displayed on sideboards and 
desks. . 

Inn addition to the royal news items other  - almost daily -
broadcastss elaborate extensively upon the personal history and 
achievementss of the more prominent members of the royal family. 
Nott  surprisingly, broadcasts about the king outnumber  the others by 
far.. These royal programs are generally shaped as a documentary 
aboutt  a certain topic or  an historical account of a certain event. 
However,, one form is virtuall y reserved for  King Bhumibol. These 
productionss of approximately two minutes, entitled 'Follow in His 
Majesty'ss Footsteps'  (tarn roi phrayukhon bat\ have no specific 
topic,, nor  do they address any specific event. They are about the 
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kingg and we see His Majesty 'doing the things he does.' Through 
thee camera we literally follow in His Majesty's footsteps. That 
meanss we see him visiting peasants by foot, wading through paddy 
fields,fields, discussing (agricultural or technical) problems with engi
neerss and officials in the field, and driving rough all-weather roads. 
Thee king always has his camera (a Canon reflex) with him, although 
hee is rarely seen taking pictures. Furthermore, in almost all scenes 
hee carries a large map, a pencil, and a walkie-talkie. The map is ex
tensivelyy used: we see the king giving explanations to the attending 
officialss while pointing at the map. He also takes notes on his map 
withh the pencil, and sometimes the map is clearly used for orienta
tion. . 

Regularlyy the film shows the king's face in close-up, often 
whenn he wipes the sweat from his brow. Wherever he comes, mem
berss of the (almost always rural) local communities, whether ethnic 
Thai,, hill tribes, or other minorities, await him in large numbers 
withh paper Thai tricolours in their hands. They are seated on their 
kneess and bow (wai or krap) deeply when the king passes by. 
Sometimess he stops to have a personal conversation with one of the 
peasants.. It is impossible to hear anything of what the king says or 
off what is discussed: everything is shown in slow motion. Although 
thee intro is a fragment of music taken from one of the king's own 
(jazz)) compositions, the rest of the film is accompanied by a 
woman'ss voice singing a song of praise to the king. This is done in 
thee style of a khapsepha, a classical style of singing long narratives. 
Thee text of the panegyric appears simultaneously as a subtitle, not 
unlikee in karaoke. The film is shown as a 'moving portrait,' an an
tique-styledd wooden frame mounted around the images. Around the 
wholee 'portrait' a sufficient amount of empty space is left to suggest 
itss 'hanging' on the screen. The makers even have added a virtual 
shadoww of the frame. 

Actually,, the moving portraits of 'Follow in His Majesty's 
Footsteps'' can be regarded as compositions of the elements that 
makee up the king's image. These elements are represented by, what 
II will call, 'the king's attributes,' which appear, in analogy to those 
off Catholic saints, regularly in portraits of any kind. Their function 
iss twofold. Firstly they are iconographic: the individual saints can 
bee recognised by their attributes, which is why they are always de
pictedd with them. Secondly the attributes are a pictorial shorthand 
forr a saint's deeds and sufferings. In the iconography of King Bhu-
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miboll there are five attributes: the Camera, the Walkie-talkie, the 
Map,, the Pencil, and the 'Bead of Sweat'. If we look at portraits of 
thee king (apart from formal portraits), whether in books, on bill
boards,, as 'free style' paintings, postcards, or special stamps, it is 
safee to state that all of them depict one or more of the attributes 
mentionedd (see figures 25 and 26). So, which distinguished qualities 
off the king do they convey? 

TheThe camera 
Thee king is known to be an enthusiastic photographer. Regularly 
exhibitionss of his photographs are organised, and many of his pic
turess have been published, either in photo books or as illustrations 
inn other books.2 Pictures and portraits of his family (in particular 
fromfrom the childhood of the royal children), photographs of 'his royal 
subjects'' during his visits to rural areas, and pictures of the Royal 
Developmentt Projects form the major subjects of his work. There is 
aa general consensus that the photographs made by the king are of a 
professional,, original quality and thus deserve to be made public. 
Thee meaning of the king as a photographer, though, goes further 
thann this observation. The camera, its presence in some portraits 
onlyy indicated by the strap, has become a symbol of the king's in
terestt in his country and his subjects. The use of a camera - and a 
professionall one - also demonstrates his interest in and knowledge 
off modern technology. 

TheThe walkie-talkie 
likee the camera, the walkie-talkie links the king with modern tech
nologyy and hence with progress. The attribute also signifies the 
king'ss interest in his subjects, but in a slightly different way. Al
thoughh a camera can be used almost everywhere, the use of a 
walkie-talkiee refers more specifically to field trips. The walkie-
talkiee evokes the image of being far away in difficult to reach, 

22 Two buildings of Vimanmek Mansion, a 'King Chulalongkorn museum' (see 
Chapterr I), house a permanent exhibition of photographs by King Bhumibol 
(H.M.. King Bhumibol's Photographic Museum). Photographs by the king were 
alsoo exhibited, for instance, at The World Trade Centre in Bangkok in 1997. Pho
tographss by the king appear in almost all books of some standing about the king 
orr the royal family. 
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maybee even dangerous, areas. That the king (literally) is willing to 
goo that far is again proof of his compassion with all his subjects, 
regardlesss the circumstances in which they live.3 The fact that pre
sent-dayy mobile communication systems are more sophisticated 
thann walkie-talkies is not problematic. In the case of (natural) disas
terss - when the king almost always personally comes to inform 
himselff of the situation - communication depends on walkie-talkies 
andd the like. The king's walkie-talkie demonstrates His Majesty's 
open-mindednesss and his capacities to make use of the right tech
nologyy at the right time, but it also depicts him as a leader, taking 
thee lead in times of emergency. In 1997 Thai Telecommunications, 
onn the occasion of its first centennial, awarded the king the predi
catee 'The Telecom Man of the Nation.' A series of four stamps was 
issued,, portraying the king with and/or making use of a range of 
modernn communication systems (from a walkie-talkie and other 
fieldd telephones to computers and GIS). 

TheThe map 
Likee the walkie-talkie, the map stands for 'far away and difficult to 
reach',, and in a similar way symbolises the king's love for all his 
subjects.. His detailed inspection of the map, and the notes he takes 
subsequently,, show His Majesty's concern with development and 
progress,, even in the most remote parts of the kingdom. The use of 
thee map does not only signify the importance of road construction 
andd the integration of remote areas with the rest of the country, but 
equallyy the king's concern with water management and soil condi
tions.. The map also symbolises the king's detailed knowledge of 
everyy part of the kingdom. But the strongest symbolic meaning of 
thiss attribute is probably that the king has the nation and its fate in 
hiss hand. 

TheThe pencil 
Thee pencil, like the camera, symbolises the king's sincere interest in 
hiss country and subjects. With the pencil the king literally takes no-

33 The photograph probably most strongly expressing the king's willingness to 
reachh 'every nook and cranny' of the kingdom is the one which King Bhumibol 
climbss a narrow mountain track seated on a tiny horse. 
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ticee of the problems and constraints of a particular village or area. 
Thee pencil assures that, once the king has returned to his palace, he 
willl not forget about his royal obligations towards his subjects. By 
takingg these notes on the map, the villagers and their needs become, 
soo to speak, located within the kingdom: the king puts them on the 
map,, literally as well as metaphorically. In addition, the pencil 
counterbalancess the high-tech image of the camera and walkie-
talkiee and demonstrates His Majesty's preference for 'cheap and 
simple** whenever possible. 

TheThe bead of sweat 
Thee bead of sweat is the attribute with the strongest emotional 
charge.. In the films, the regular close-ups of King Bhumibol with 
sweatt on his brow show that he is tired and feels hot. In portraits, 
thee essence of this physical condition is usually visualised by the 
depictionn of a single bead of sweat at the tip of the king's nose. The 
beadd of sweat recounts that - in contrast to most politicians and of
ficialsficials - the king does not stay in his air-conditioned office. The 
kingg does what the majority of the common Thai, the villagers, have 
too do every day: he goes out to work and bears the climate. The 
beadd symbolises the king's continuous efforts and hard work to in
creasee the well-being of his subjects. It symbolises his self-denying 
disposition:: although he is hot and tired he never rests, not only 
dedicatingg all his time, but even sacrificing his health.4 More than 
forr anything else, the people owe their king respect and gratitude for 
thiss self-sacrifice. 

Together,, the attributes thus depict the king as a source of develop
mentt and progress, as a king who sacrifices himself for the well-
beingg of his subjects, as a king to whom the well-being of the nation 
cann be safely entrusted, indeed. The next part of my investigation 
intoo the image of King Bhumibol as a king of great merit will focus 
onn the narratives behind this idealised image. The 'hagiography' of 
Kingg Bhumibol given below is primarily based on a number of re
centt books on the life and deeds of the king as well as on programs 

Thee association 'bead of sweat/hard work/poor health' was often expressed to 
mee by referring to the King's heart condition, for which he was hospitalised in 
Marchh 1995 (see Chapter IV, note 59). 
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andd documentaries broadcast in 1996 and 1997. In those years even 
moree publications on the life of the king appeared than usual, as in 
19977 the king's fiftieth year on the throne was celebrated. 

TheThe bucolic king 

II will start my analysis of the hagiography by returning once more 
too the program * Follow in His Majesty's Footsteps,' to give a more 
detailedd account of what is shown to the audience. In most scenes 
wee see the king visiting peasants, an important topic in almost any 
bookk or documentary devoted to King Bhumibol.5 It is no exaggera
tionn to state that the personal encounters of the king with his (rural) 
subjectss have become one of the hallmarks of the king's reign. The 
picturee which most strongly symbolises this caring and interested 
attitudee is a photograph of the (young) king bowing to a very old, 
clearlyy rural, woman (see figure 27). The pleasant expression on the 
king'ss face and the expression of joy on the face of the old lady 
havee made this photograph a best-seller for almost as long as the 
kingg reigns.6 It is reprinted numerous times in books. It is for sale as 
aa New-Year's greeting card. It is also shown in every movie theatre 
ass part of the obligatory opening program showing pictures of the 

55 Books used for this section are Maharat [Great Kings], published by the Social 
Welfaree Department in 1988; Phraratchaprawat ro kao phrabat somdet 
phrachaoyuhua/Thtphrachaoyuhua/Tht History of Rama IX. King Bhumibol Adulyadej, published 
byy Aksaraphiphat in 1996; Concepts and Theories of his Majesty the King on De-
velopment,velopment, published by the Royal Development Projects Board in 1997; Thai-
land.land. King Bhumibol Adulyadej, the Golden Jubilee, 1946-1996, published by 
TheThe Nation in 1997; King Bhumibol Adulyadej. Thailand's Guiding Light, pub
lishedd by The Bangkok Post in 1997. Further sources of material were 'Follow in 
hiss Majesty's Footsteps' and other TV series like '50 years Ten Kingly Virtues' 
andd 'The Royal Signature on the Kingdom,' and websites like 
http://www.kanchanapisek.or.th/talentss and http://www.baanthai.com. 
66 The picture also appeared on a stamp, one of a series of eight, issued to com
memoratee the king's sixtieth birthday (December 5, 1987). The accompanying 
textt in the Thai Postage Stamps Catalogue of 1998 (CD-rom version) says: 'His 
Majestyy the King is greeted by a hundred years old woman during his visit to the 
Northeast.'' This implies that the photograph was taken in 1955 (see below for the 
significancee of this visit). 
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kingg and his activities. The picture demonstrates His Majesty's 
empathyy with the rural and underprivileged. 

Often,, the king's remarkable compassion with even the most 
humblee of his subjects is explained from his birth : though his father 
wass a son of King Chulalongkorn, his mother  had a very modest 
background.. H.R.H. Princess Sri Nagarindra (1900-1995), usually 
referredd to as Somdet Ya (Royal Venerated Grandmother) was born 
ass the thir d child in an ordinary goldsmith family. In remembrance 
off  her  humble background, she raised her  children to be aware of 
otherr  people's plight. The modesty of the princess mother, whose 
biographyy has become a hagiography in itself, is a vital element of 
thee king's hagiography. 

Noo written account ever  fails to mention that the king has 
visitedd all the kingdom's seventy-six provinces, even in the most 
distantt  and remote areas, in order  to get to know the local communi-
tiess and their  ways of life. The king made development (kan phat-
thana)thana) of rural Thailand a major  priority . Road constructions, 
irrigatio nn schemes, soil improvement, reforestation, and agricultural 
innovationss are of the King' s utmost concern. More than 2,000 
Royall  Development Projects have been initiated. In the gardens of 
Chitraladaa Palace (Bangkok) the king even experiments with agri-
culturall  innovations, for  instance in dairy farming and aqua-culture. 
Thiss has led to the popular  description of the king as the Farmer 
KingKing or  Development King. 

Inn the regular  television broadcasts on the king or  the 'Royal 
Developmentt  Projects' the use of new and innovative technology is 
highlighted.. A good example is the reporting on the Royal Rain 
Project,, showing how years of chemical and meteorological re-
searchh have led to a technology of fattening the clouds above areas 
sufferingg a lack of water, and to induce them to produce rain. Be-
sidess emphasising the king's concern with water  management, wa-
terr  supply and water  quality, a great deal of attention is paid to the 
innovativee thinkin g involved. A case often mentioned is the RX2, a 
waterr  aerator  for  treatment of polluted water, which has been in-
ventedd by the king. The invention serves as another  example of how 
thee king acknowledges the importance of appropriate technology as 
aa key prerequisite for  development. At the same time it serves to 

77 During the opening the royal anthem (phlaeng sadudimaharat) is played and the 
audiencee is obliged to stand up. 
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demonstratee the king's genius. 'It was a source of pride to the Thai 
peoplee that the Chaipattana Aerator Model RX2 was considered for 
andd issued a patent in His Majesty's name on 2 July 1993 (...), it 
waswas also the first patent ever, in Thailand and in the world, to be 
registeredregistered and granted to a Monarch' (RDBP 1997:156, emphasis 
inn original). In the same year the Office of the National Research 
Councill rewarded the invention the first prize in the category 'dis
coveryy or invention of benefit to the nation.'8 

Anotherr element of the king's image also expressed in 'Fol
loww in his Majesty's Footsteps' is the king as the nation's leader. 
Thee agricultural experts and officials following the king into the 
fieldfield are always portrayed as listening to their king. For the king 
knowss what policy or what technology should be applied in each of 
thee particular circumstances he meets. 'Development' - a discourse 
byy itself - forms the core of the king's activities, and consequently 
thee king has thought out a detailed set of theories about develop
mentt in relation to the needs of the country.9 Closely related to de
velopment,, and of equal national importance, are environmental 
issuess and natural disasters. Also in these fields the king has mani
festedd himself as a leader, initiating reforestation policies, organis
ingg relief actions, and promoting a more balanced relationship 
betweenn man and nature. 

Thee same can be said of major urban problems, such as traf
ficc congestion and the regular flooding of the Bangkok area: as the 
'Guardiann of the City' the king provides the governing authorities 
withh well-thought, well-balanced, and detailed suggestions on such 
themess as flyovers, elevated roads, bridges, toll-ways, canal exten
sions,, and water reservoir construction to solve the city's two most 
urgentt problems as quick and smooth as possible. However, in 
comparisonn to the king's involvement with development and the 
rurall poor, urban topics are less prominent in the hagiography, visu-

Onee should not underestimate the effect of awarding prizes to HM the King. 
Oncee the king is awarded a prize, other institutions and organisations cannot do 
otherwisee than following the example set, as no person in any field can be supe
riorrior to the king. 
99 See for instance the book 'Concepts and Theories of his Majesty the King on 
Development'' (Naeokhit lae thritsadi kanphathana an nuang ma chak phrara-
chadamrichadamri phrabat somdet phrachaoyuhua), published (both in English and Thai) 
byy the Royal Development Projects Board in 1997. 
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allyy as well as in text. Although most texts mention that, besides 
thee rurally-oriente d initiatives, the king also has established and 
supportss numerous projects for  the benefit of victims of natural dis-
asters,, the urban poor, the disabled, orphans, and others in need of 
support,, no iconographic image capturing the king's compassion 
withh the urban poor  exists to my knowledge. 

Inn particular  cases the king's leadership also reaches into the 
fieldfield  of national politics. The King' s image as a * Pillar  of Stability' 
iss particularl y associated with his role during the uprisings of Octo-
berr  14, 1973 and 17-20 May 1992, when progressive, democratic 
groupss demanded a right-wing,  dictatorial regime to leave office. 
Onn both occasions the militar y leaders tried to end the protests vio-
lently,, and many demonstrators were killed in the confrontations. 
Thee hagiography ascribes the king a decisive role in both events, 
savingg Thailand from civil war  twice. In 1973, the king opened the 
gatess of Chitralada Palace for  fleeing demonstrators seeking refuge 
forr  the bullets fired by the military . He summoned the three key 
militar yy figures of the time to leave the country, after  which the cri-
siss ended. In 1992, three days after  the violent confrontation be-
tweenn protestors and militar y troops, the king summoned the leaders 
off  the militar y government and the opposition to his office, and 
publiclyy (in a live television broadcast) reprimanded them for  their 
actions.. Thereupon the confrontation immediately came to an end. 
Inn general, the king's role in 1973 and 1992, unlike his activities as 
aa development king, sailor, musician, painter, and photographer, in 
generall  are not covered or  visualised in television documentaries on 
thee king. However, the more elaborate books about the king also 
includee photographs of the students at the palace grounds with the 
royall  family (1973) and a photograph of the king's audience with 
thee two leading actors in the 1992 drama. 

Moree in general, His Majesty's abilities or  even genius are 
illustratedd by referrin g to the king's hobbies. No extensive portrai t 
off  the king is complete without paying attention to his excellence as 
aa musician and composer, a sportsman (as a sailor  he even built his 

KingKing Bhumibol Adulyadej. Thailand's Guiding Light, The Bangkok Post jubilee 
bookk (1997): 'In the past two years HM seems to have been more attentive to 
peoplee in Bangkok, giving advice to the governments (...) about traffic and flood 
problems.. (...) No one denies, however, that HM has channelled most of his ef
fortss into improving the lives of poor people in remote parts of the country. "HM 
hass built up his prestige with his own hands'" (pp.31). 
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ownn boat), an artist (in oil painting), and, as already mentioned, as a 
photographer.. All these qualities are extensively illustrated in word 
andd image. The king's qualities as a musician, for instance, are cap
turedd by the photographs of the king playing saxophone with Benny 
Goodmann in 1960, at the occasion of the royal couple's state visit to 
thee U.S. Besides, the king has composed a vast oeuvre of jazz 'with 
aa Thai touch', widely distributed on tape and CD. The general im
agee that emerges in the depiction of the king's excellence in his 
hobbiess is that of a person with outstanding technical capacities and 
skills,, while being poetic and artistic at the same time. 

AA series of stamps, issued on the occasion of the king's 
goldenn jubilee in 1996-1997, well depicts this extraordinary combi
nationn (see figure 28). The first stamp depicts the king playing 
saxophone,, with as a background the king's most famous Jazz com
positionn Sai F on ('Falling Rain') (see also figure 29). The second 
stampp depicts the king painting a portrait (of the young queen), the 
backgroundd being one of the king's modernist works: a proof of his 
multifacetedd appreciation of art, as well as of his talents. The third 
stampp is a composition depicting the king as a technician: the main 
imagee depicts the king as a carpenter, working on his sailing boat. 
Thee tiny sailing boat in the background refers once more to this 
achievement.. The tiny aircraft refers to the high-tech 'Royal Rain 
Project,'' and the woman's bust to his qualities in sculpture, mould
ing,, and casting. The right-upper corner depicts the Phra Phim 
Chitrlada,, an amulet created by the king in August 1965, another 
demonstrationn of his skills in moulding, but also an indication of his 
knowledgee of the making of powerful amulets. For the Phra Phim 
Chitraladaa the king used both ingredients related to him very per
sonallyy and ingredients collected from religious sites of all prov
inces.. 1 The fourth stamp depicts the king's qualities as a sailor. In 
1967,, together with his oldest daughter Princess Ubolratana, he won 
aa golden medal in the yachting competition of the Southeast Asian 
Peninsularr Games. Stamp number five depicts the king with two of 
hiss technical attributes: the camera and the map, while the last two 
finallyfinally depict the king with the latest symbol of technological inno
vation:: the computer. The backgrounds of the two stamps show us 

111 The personal ingredients are: dried flowers from the garlands presented to the 
king,, which the king in his turn dedicated to the emerald Buddha; dried flowers 
fromm the garlands hanging on the royal regalia; His Majesty's hair (which is col
lectedd after each cutting); pitch and paint used by the king for his sailing boat. 
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thee different fields in which the king uses the computer. On stamp 
numberr  six we see a picture of his latest book, a retelling of 'The 
Storyy of the Mahajanaka'  (Ruang Phra Mahachana),12 referrin g to 
thee usage of the computer  as a word processor. The final stamp de-
pictss a more technical usage, showing a piece of paper  full of 0's 
andd 1's, and indicates the internet. The use of internet is visualised 
throughh the depiction of one of the computer-drawn mythical 
'weatherr  maps' illustratin g 'The Story of the Mahajanaka'13 which 
cann only be understood if one is familiar  with the following episode. 
Earlyy November  1995 the Meteorological Department warned that 
thee typhoon Angela might affect Thailand, causing damage and 
flooding.. The king, closely monitoring the developments via satel-
lit ee pictures provided on the internet, judged differently : the cyclone 
wouldd diminish to a small depression before it would reach Thai-
land.. The king proved to be right. Thanks to the information tech-
nologyy the king was better  informed and knew 'earlier  than 
anybodyy else in the country' how the storm would develop.14 

Thee exalted image of King Bhumibol leaves us with several 
questions.. First of all, how did it develop? How to interpret the 
hagiography?? To what extent is this hagiography the result of the 
lesee majesty law? Is there any alternative discourse of negative 
ideass or  sentiments about the king or  the Thai monarchy? Is it pos-
siblee to identify groups or  individuals in control of the image-
building,, or  is the hagiography a product of the social imaginary 
justt  as well? And, if the latter  is the case, how should we understand 
thee 'gap' between King Bhumibol's image as 'frien d of the peasant' 
andd the apparent relatively meagre royal attention for  the many 
acutee problems of urban Thailand? It wil l be impossible to formu-
latee a definitive, satisfying answer  to all of these questions. How-
ever,, an old and widely known prophesy on the destiny of the 
Chakrii  dynasty may help to reveal emotions and political undercur-
rentss significantly influencing present Thai conceptions about the 

122 Ruang Phra Mahachana is the 539lb story in the Tripikata, the canonical 
Theravadaa Buddhist scriptures. 
133 These four maps depict the meteorological conditions the hero of the story, 
Mahajanaka,, met along his route - first on his ship and then swimming after a 
tropicall cyclone destroyed the ship - to the 'Land of Suvarnabhumi' (suan-
naphum,naphum, the mythical Golden Land supposedly referring to a prospering area in 
mainlandd Southeast Asia). 
144 Information from http://kanchanapisek.or.th 
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monarchy.. I will use this prophecy to provide a wider context for 
thee king's image. 

TheThe origin of the Chakri dynasty and the prophecy 

Thee Chakri dynasty was founded when General Chaophraya Chakri 
seizedd power from King Taksin (r.1767-1782) on April 6, 1782. 
Accordingg to official history King Taksin was beheaded (Wyatt 
1984).. But it is also said that King Taksin was executed in a manner 
exclusivelyy reserved for royalty: in a velvet sack, he was beaten to 
deathh with a sandalwood club (ibid.). Once this story was told to me 
withh the addition that King Taksin had to be executed in this man
ner,, as he was virtually invulnerable because of his use of kham 
(magicall protection against specific dangers or attacks, see Turton 
1991).. It was thus impossible to execute King Taksin with an axe, 
spearr or sword. Usually 'invulnerable warriors' were executed by 
pushingg a sharp stick up in their anus. However, such was consid
eredd inappropriate for a king. Hence King Taksin was clubbed to 
death.. A popular myth tells that King Taksin did not die at all. In
steadd of King Taksin, a substitute died in the sack in his place. King 
Taksinn himself was smuggled out of Thonburi to Nakhon Sri 
Thammarat,, where he, as one story goes, continued to live in a 
luxuriouss palace especially built for him, or according to other ver
sions,, became a monk, living in a cave in the nearby hills. Accord
ingg to these stories King Taksin died in 1825. 

Duringg King Taksin's reign, Thonburi, on the west bank of 
thee Chao Praya river, was the kingdom's capital. Because of military 
considerationss the new king (the former General Chakri, later re
namedd King Phutthayotfa Chulalok or King Rama I) immediately 
decidedd to move the capital to the other side of the river, making 
Bangkokk the new capital. A new 'city pillar' or lak muang was 
erectedd to mark the occasion. Such pillars are believed to be the 
residencee of a city's most powerful guardian spirit (chao pho lak 
muang). muang). 

Inn Thailand and other Southeast-Asian countries such pillars can be found at 
thee geographical centres of capitals and towns, though in quite a few cases there 
havee been reasons to erect a new city pillar at another site (Terwiel 1978:159). 
Kingg Mongkut (Rama IV), for instance, had a new lak muang installed because 
thee horoscope of the pillar was not in accordance with his personal horoscope 
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Storiess on the origin of the Chakri dynasty may include 
propheciess predicting its end. It is told that during the ceremony 
conductedd to initiate the shrine of the city pillar a snake entered the 
areaa and wound itself nine times around the pillar. King Rama I 
askedd one of the court Brahmans to explain the event to him. Ac
cordingg to the Brahman it meant that the Chakri dynasty would 
havee nine kings. The story also goes that King Taksin in his anger 
cursedd the Chakri dynasty: it would end after the ninth king. Morell 
&& Chai-anan refer to a prophecy of King Rama I predicting that the 
dynastyy will last ten kings. The authors base themselves on the 
'originall Thai-language text: "The Prediction of Rama I," c.1800' 
(1981:309).. According to this text the reign of each king will mani
festt itself by certain characteristics. The authors have made an effort 
too interpret the meaning of these characteristics. The characteristic 
off the reign of King Rama X is 'a civilised citizenry'. According to 
thee authors this might mean 'an age of peace and tranquility; per
hapss 'civilised' means a republic; an end to the dynasty' (ibid.). The 
currentlyy circulating prediction that the dynasty will end after the 
ninthh king, may be an elaboration of the latter interpretation. 

Duringg my research I have frequently heard about a proph
ecyy predicting the end of the dynasty after the ninth king. In line 
withh this prophecy, it is feared that the present king's death will im
plyy the end of the monarchy, and therefore will herald the end of the 
country'ss stability. And as time goes on, the end of King Bhumibol's 
longg reign will inevitably come closer, which makes the eventual 
successionn a topic of increasing interest. A significant aspect of the 
prophesyy is that it necessarily belongs to the category of stories and 
rumourss that cannot be the subject of any open, public form of dis
cussionn or speculation (see also Hamilton 1993: 359).16 Thai law 
makess lese majesty a very serious criminal offence and forbids any 
publicationn or behaviour that might lead to negative interpretations 
onn the monarchy, the king, or any other member of the royal fam-

(Tambiahh 1977:227). Up to this very day, shrines of chao pho lak muang are 
importantt places of worship. At the city pillar of Bangkok, for instance, there is a 
constantt coming and going of individuals approaching the spirit for his support in 
alll kind of personal matters. For a detailed account of the meaning of the city pil
lar,, see Terwiel (1978). 
166 Morell & Chai-anan remark about The Prediction of Rama I' that '[tjhis proph
ecyy is commonly known to many educated Thais verbally, although it is seldom 
seenn in writing' (1981:309). 
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ily.. Obviously, any discussion of the end of the dynasty is consid
eredd negative. That such discussions nevertheless continue demon
stratess that the Thai interest in the monarchy is less one-dimensional 
thann appears from the hagiography, and reveals that a negative dis
coursee about the monarchy does exist. The interest in the prophecy 
iss but one example demonstrating the discontinuity between the of
ficialficial discourse mainly propagated by state institutions through the 
officiall media, and the content of private conversations. Another 
examplee of this discontinuity is offered by the repertoire of rumours 
thatt exist about Queen Sirikit and Crown Prince Vajiralongkorn, 
whichh I will discuss below. 

TheThe subject of speculation that directly links the prophecy 
withh rumours about the Queen and the Crown Prince is the painful 
issuee of the succession to the throne. In public, nothing can be said 
orr will be said about this subject, except that in due time Crown 
Princee Vajiralongkorn (born September 15, 1952), naturally, will be 
thee next king. In private, however, many have directed their hopes 
too the very popular (younger) Princess Sirindhorn (born May 15, 
1955)) as heir to the throne. In 1977, the king greatly added to this 
hope.. Then, on the occasion of his fiftieth birthday, he changed the 
traditionall succession rules, creating the possibility of female suc
cession,, and formally installed his second daughter on December 5, 
1977,, as crown princess.18 Although this certainly does not imply 
thatt the king believes in the prophecy himself, at the time it rein
forcedd the vitality of the prophecy (Bowie 1997:141-142). 

AA succession of the ninth king by a queen of course offers 
ann alternative perspective on the implications of the prophesy. 
Speculationss about such 'a possible way out' are supported by a an
otherr prophesy, which tells that Thailand's existence will be assured 
ass long as the country is ruled by a warrior/soldier. Two weeks after 
Princesss Sirindhorn's installation as crown princess, she was made 

Inn 1976 the maximum imprisonment for lèse majesté offences was heightened 
fromm seven to fifteen years (Sulak 1996:48). 
188 Princess Sirindhorn rarely is referred to as 'crown princess.' Female succes
sionn to the throne is only possible in absence of a male heir, and with approval of 
thee house of representatives (Finestone 1989:273). King BhumiboPs and Queen 
Sirikit'ss oldest daughter, Princess Ubolratana (born April 5,1951), was not quali
fiedd for the position of crown princess. This princess had to relinquish her royal 
titlee in 1972 when she married a foreigner, the American Peter Jenkins. Until the 
nineties,, Princess Ubolratana remained 'off- topic' (cf. Marks 1977:56). 
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Armyy Captain, Senior  Lieutenant, and Royal Navy Flight lieuten-
ant.. In 1980 the princess became a teacher  at the Department of 
Laww and Social Sciences in the Academic Division of the Chula-
chomklaoo Royal Militar y Academy. Throughout the years she has 
beenn rising steadily in rank, to become finally  'General, Admiral , 
andd Air  Chief-Marshal,'  or  Phon Ek Ying Phiset (Extraordinar y 
Femalee General) on Apri l 5, 1996. As the Director  of the History 
Departmentt  the Princess still is involved with the Militar y Acad-
emy.. In terms of the prophesy: Princess Sirindhorn had to become a 
militar yy to increase her  chances of a successful succession. In a 
similarr  vein, King Bhumibors position as Commander-in-Chief of 
thee Royal Thai Armed Forces and Crown Prince Vajiralongkorn' s 
militar yy career  are perceived as a natural attribut e of kingship and, 
att  the same time, as a consequence of the prophesy and the confir-
mationn of its truth . 

Too give an impression of the difference in popularity be-
tweenn the princess and the prince: it is much telling that one never 
hearss any negative remark about the princess's lack of militar y edu-
cation,, while the story goes that Crown Prince Vajiralongkor n con-
tinuedd his study at the Australian Militar y Academy because he 
failedd his exams at the British Militar y Academy. In Australia, he 
graduatedd remarkably fast thanks to an arrangement his mother  had 
madee with the Academy's principals.19 The queen's manipulative 
involvementt  in pursuing the 'right '  succession is widely considered 
too be fundamental. Everybody 'knows' the queen never  wil l allow 
Crownn Prince Vajiralongkor n to be passed over  in favour  of Prin-
cesss Sirindhorn, and that the crown prince himself wil l attempt to 
obtainn kingship at any cost. The idea of the prince's wicked nature 
iss particularl y articulated in the following archetypical story, with 
changingg actors except for  the prince. 

VersionVersion 1 
Onee day, in Phuping Summer Palace [the royal family' s 
summerr  palace in Chiang Mai] , the crown prince, in a dis-
agreementt  with his sister, attempted to shoot her. A body-
guard,, who saw the prince's hand reaching towards his gun, 

199 In reality, Prince Vajiralongkorn had been sent to the Australian Military 
Academyy right away, instead of West Point (United States), because it was feared 
(indeed)) that 'he might fail the engineering-saturated curriculum of the latter 
school'' (Marks 1977:56). 
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savedd the princess's life by jumping in front of her. The 
peoplee in Chiang Mai suddenly heard an ambulance rushing 
fromm the palace to Suan Dok hospital. There, the bodyguard 
died. . 

VersionVersion 2 
Onee day, in Chitralada Palace in Bangkok, the crown prince, 
inn a disagreement with his father, attempted to shoot him. 
Fortunately,, the bodyguard of the king saw the prince's hand 
reachingg towards his gun. He saved the king's life by jump
ingg in front of him. The bodyguard was killed in the event. 

VersionVersion 3 
Onee day, in Chitralada Palace in Bangkok, the crown prince, 
inn a disagreement with his sister, attempted to shoot her. A 
bodyguard,, who saw the prince's hand reaching towards his 
gun,, saved the princess' life by jumping in front of her. The 
bodyguardd was killed. The king, who had been in the same 
roomm during the quarrel as well as on the moment of the as
sault,, was so shocked that he suffers from heart problems 
since. . 

Thee story shows us the supposed violent and hot-tempered character 
off the crown prince. The bodyguard's death demonstrates that he 
shott to kill. The interchangeable figures of king and princess show 
thatt the princess is considered the true successor of her father. The 
connectionn made in Version 3 between the king's present health 
conditionn and his son's misconduct can be interpreted as strengthen
ingg the story's narrative truth by the insertion of a well-known and 
emotionallyy charged detail. Finally, the violence used by the prince 
pointss to a widespread concern: that the death of the king might 
bringg about a civil war: military supporting the queen and the crown 
princee fighting against those in support of the crown princess. 

Thee idea of a schism within the 'nuclear' royal family, the 
kingg and princess on one side, the queen and prince on the other, 
dominatess the negative discourse around kingship. The image of 
Princesss Sirindhorn literally and metaphorically following in her 
father'ss footsteps by sharing the hardships of the never ending task 
off going to the people wherever they live, while taking note of their 
needss and circumstances, is widely cultivated in a variety of popular 
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portraitss of the princess, alone or together with her father (see figure 
30).. The princess is considered to share many of her father's inter
estss and qualities. She is known for her intelligence, modesty and 
musicall skills. Crown Prince Vajiralongkorn and the queen, on the 
contrary,, often are perceived as associating themselves with power-
hungry,, corrupt, and selfish military. While the king is a pious Bud
dhistt and the protector of all religions in the kingdom, the prince is 
perceivedd as a womaniser, greedy and basically disinterested in re
ligion.200 The queen generally is associated with intrigue and naive, 
superstitiouss beliefs. 

Withh regard to the latter, the queen's rather openly displayed 
belieff to be the reincarnation of Queen Sri Suriyothai, the heroine 
whoo sacrificed herself for her husband and country in the Burmese 
warr of 1548, is particularly disliked. In 1997, this idea was publicly 
expressedd with the broadcasting of the video clip Rat Sakkara 
(Royall Tribute) on the queen's birthday, which in Thailand is also 
celebratedd as Mother's Day (August 12). The video was written, 
sungg and produced by her youngest daughter, Princess Chulabhorn 
(bornn August 23, 1957), after the queen had suggested her daughter 
too do so (The Nation, August 12, 1997). The video, the princess's 
Mother's-- and birthday present, shows a dramatic and bloody re-
enactmentt of the battle and Queen Sri Suriyothai's death. According 
too the princess's writings 'her mother always [had] felt a strong 
connectionn with the 16 century queen who, she feels has passed 
herr commendable character traits to her modern-day counterpart. 
Thee two share at least one thing in common: A strong love for her 
husbandd and kingdom, a willingness to give up one's life for one's 
country.'21 1 

Thee general rejection of the queen priding herself in being a 
reincarnationn of Queen Sri Suriyothai does not imply a general dis
belieff in the possibility of such royal reincarnations. About Princess 
Sirindhorn,, for instance, I have heard both that she was a reincarna
tionn of Princess Nibha Nobhadol, King Chulalongkorn's favorite 
daughterr and personal secretary, and that she was a reincarnation of 
Queenn Saovabha, King Chulalongkorn's first queen.22 In a similar 

200 The crown prince sometimes is nicknamed Sia Benz, 'Godfather Benz.' Prin
cesss Sirindhorn, on the other hand, is often called Somdet Prathep (similar to 
Somdett Ya) which has a connotation of affection. 
211 Quotation taken from The Nation, August 12,1997. 
222 In fact, Princess Sirindhorn is King Bhumibol's personal secretary. 
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veinn it is believed that King Chulalongkorn was a reincarnation of 
Kingg Taksin, who in his turn was a reincarnation of King Naresuan 
-- together representing, so to say, the holy trinity of independence -
ass well as that the present king is a reincarnation of King Chu
lalongkorn.233 However, in contrast to the queen's connection with 
Queenn Sri Suriyothai, these reincarnations are not self-proclaimed 
andd therefore are regarded as having a greater likelihood. 

Off course, the strict lese majesty legislation - a tool in the 
handss of the official image makers - never allows any of such ru
mourss and speculations, let alone any public debate on the role of 
anyy member of the royal family, to surface in the public domain. 
Butt these politics of silence in controlling the mass media do not 
meann that the state is able to suppress the popular imagination. For, 
ass Hamilton, writing about rumour and gossip, says: 'In Thailand 
whatt is not said, the resounding silences, can open up fissures 
throughh which an unofficial discourse is constructed and rapidly 
circulated'' (Hamilton 1993: 345). The imagination reflecting such 
fissuress in the official image of the Thai monarchy reaches the sur
facee for instance through products of public culture, such as New-
Year'ss greeting cards. The virtual absence of Crown Prince Vajira-
vudhh in this particular genre, as opposed to the large number and 
widee variation of Princess Sirindhorn cards, speaks volumes.24 

Heree an important difference can be noted between the cults 
aroundd King Bhumibol and King Chulalongkorn. Popular specula
tionss about the future of the monarchy and the relations between 

Thee death of Princess Diana led in Thailand to similar speculations. According 
too one interpretation Diana (her name being that of the goddess of hunting) in her 
formerr life had been an earl, who had been a great hunter. The retribution came in 
thiss life: now it was her time to be hunted down and to die. The paparazzi, the 
hunters,, were the reincarnated animals shot by the earl. 
244 Rates of frequency are an interesting reflection of the range in popularity of the 
severall members of the present royal family. In 1997/1998 I estimated the divi
sionn of 'royal and spiritual' New-Year's greeting cards as follows: King Chu
lalongkornn 50%; King Bhumibol 30%; Somdet Prathep 10%; Somdet Ya (the late 
princesss mother) 5%; others (the queen, monks, historical kings etc.) 5%; the 
crownn prince (absent). Within this genre of New-Year's greeting cards one cate
goryy deserves special attention: cards depicting two members of the royal family. 
Particularlyy popular are combinations of King Chulalongkorn and King Bhumibol 
(seee below), or also often seen, King Bhumibol with Somdet Ya. The latter is the 
moree remarkable as one realises that only relatively few cards depict the king and 
thee queen together. This, however, may be interpreted as a reflection of the social 
imaginaryy on the royal couple's disturbed relationship. 
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Kin gg Bhumibol and other  members of the royal family far  more ex-
plicitl yy refer  to current political issues and power  struggles than the 
beliefss in King Chulalongkorn's supernatural powers do. Therefore, 
thee authorities are much more susceptible to the first  than to the lat-
ter.255 Nevertheless, a social imaginary expressing the fear  of the end 
off  the monarchy, family troubles, a bad succession, and most im-
portantly ,, a disastrous civil war  when the king eventually dies, con-
tinuess to exist. Understanding these fears, and the felt necessity of 
thee presence of a virtuous king, requires an overview of the devel-
opmentt  of King Bhumibol's image during his long reign. 

Thee next section, therefore, wil l provide the historical back-
groundd necessary to understand the position of the monarchy at the 
timee King Bhumibol ascended the throne. Thereafter, I wil l proceed 
withh a description of the influence the king himself has exerted on 
thee position of the throne during the first half of his reign, and the 
relationshipss between the subsequent regimes and the king. From 
theree it wil l be possible to analyse the image of King Bhumibol in 
furtherr  detail, and in its relation to political and social develop-
ments.. These developments not only have influenced the image of 
Kin gg Bhumibol, but also the perception of Thai kingship as such, 
includingg that of King Chulalongkorn. 

TheThe charisma of kingship 

Thee prominence of King Bhumibol in Thai society, and the impor-
tancee attributed to his words and deeds may, to a large extent, seem 
self-evident.. For, as explained in earlier  chapters, Buddhist kings 
aree considered to be a source of bun barami. Moreover, the mere 
factt  of being a king might provide King Bhumibol with the kind of 
authorit yy that fits Weber's concept of 'charisma of office'  (Am-

AA good example is, for instance, the suppression of publications on supernatu
rall qualities attributed to Somdet Ya. Not long after her death in 1996 the discov
eryy of an auspicious bamboo sprout bearing her portrait hit the headlines, 
resultingg in a large stream of people going to see the sprout themselves and to 
worshipp Somdet Ya. Other news about supernatural events connected with Som
detdet Ya quickly followed. Suddenly, after only two months or so, no more of such 
storiess appeared. Possibly, the press had been warned to stop such publications. 
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tscharisma),tscharisma), i.e. the kind of charisma that stems from the belief 
thatt certain families or institutions possess extraordinary powers 
(Weberr 1976: 144, 675). The first two decades of the Thai constitu
tionall monarchy, which I summarise below, is an exemplary case to 
demonstratee that charisma of office, at least potentially, can con
tinuee to exist almost independently from the personal identity or 
evenn the physical presence of a king. 

Inn 1932, a coup d'etat brought an end to the absolute monar
chy.. The coup took place in an atmosphere of general dissatisfac
tionn and uncertainty. The Great Depression had seriously affected 
thee Siamese economy. The price of rice on the world market had 
droppedd by two-thirds between 1930 and 1932. Moreover, King Va-
jiravudhh had left his brother and successor27 King Prajadhiphok 
(Kingg Rama VII, r. 1925-1935) a legacy of national debts, ministe
riall over-expenditure, and bureaucratic inefficiency. The worries of 
Kingg and government about the social unrest were reflected by a 
prophecyy in circulation - this time ascribed to the sister of King 
Ramaa I - that the end of the Chakri dynasty would come after 150 
years.. The monarchy survived the ominous date of April 6, 1932: 
thee coup, ending absolute rule, took place only one-and-a-half 
monthh later on June 24 (Wyatt 1984:234-241). The coup stagers 
weree a small group of western educated, young civilian officials and 
militaryy officers. In 1933, however, the army faction of the group 
stagedd a second coup, which brought the military into power for 
manyy decades to come. King Prajadhiphok increasingly disagreed 
withh them as to his role as a constitutional monarch. In 1935, having 
beenn in England for medical treatment for already more than a year, 
hee abdicated, never to return to Thailand (ibid.:248-249). 

Kingg Prajadiphok had no children, and thus there was no 
clearr successor. Eventually, the choice fell on his nephew, Prince 
Anandaa Mahidol, a grandson of King Chulalongkorn. Prince An-

266 '(•••) der Glaube an die spezifische Begnadung einer sozialen Institution als 
soldierr (...)* (Weber 1976:675). 

Kingg Vajiravudh died without leaving a son as heir to the throne. On November 
24,, 1925 - two days before King Vajiravudh died - a daughter, his first and only 
child,, was born. The King had left a letter in which he named Prajadhiphok to be 
thee next king (Wyatt 1984:234). 

Accordingg to Thak, the new, revolutionary government did not feel secure 
enoughh to dare to eliminate the throne. They were afraid that such act would 
evokee strong resentments among the populace (1979:123). Prince Ananda Mahi
doll was a son of Prince Mahidol, a son of King Chulalongkorn. 
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andaa Mahidol, at that time only ten years old, was living with his 
familyy in Switzerland. After completing his education King Ananda 
returnedd to Thailand in December 1945. On June 9,1946, under still 
unclarifiedd circumstances, he was found dead in his bed, shot 
throughh the head.29 He was succeeded by his younger brother, 
Princee Bhumibol Adulyadej, at the time aged nineteen. Also King 
Bhumiboll continued his stay in Switzerland to finish his studies. He 
returnedd to Thailand in 1951. As Thak points out, till that time no 
substantiationn had been given to the institution of the constitutional 
monarchy,, as a consequence of the long absence of an adult ruling 
monarchh almost since the revolution of 1932 (1979:309). However, 
thee charismatic potential of kingship remained a factor the new elite 
hadd to reckon with. 

Thee early protagonists of a modern, constitutional Thai state 
hadd difficulties in finding alternative concepts to counterbalance the 
morall and political authority naturally attributed to the person of the 
king.. For the new power elite this was probably the major motiva
tionn to abstain from drastically establishing a republic. In their need 
forr legitimacy the coup stagers even asked the king to forgive them 
(forr being negative about the king and the royal family) and to ap
provee the new constitution. The king's eventual approval not only 
madee the constitutional monarchy a fact, but also turned the consti
tutionn into a gift of the king to the people (Thak 1979:xiii-xiv; 
Riggss 1966: 94, 106-107). The coup d'etat had only weakened the 
politicall power of the throne in favour of that of high military and 
civiliann officials. Although Siam was now led by a Prime Minister 
andd governed by a parliament, there was no democratic participa
tionn in the form of independent representation of the people. Soon, 
thee new elite was extensively involved in power struggles and fac
tionall rivalry, and the problem of absence of popular recognition 
remainedd (cf. Riggs 1966). An almost successful counter-coup by 
royalistss in 1933 (led by Prince Boworadet, another grandson of 

Kingg Ananda's death still is a rich source of rumours and speculations, one of 
themm being that King Ananda did not die at all, but wanted to give up the throne. 
Somee people told me that he is living as a monk in Chiang Rai province, near Doi 
Tung.. The fact that the Princess Mother (Somdet Ya) built her summer residence 
att Doi Tung was explained from her longing to be as near to her son as possible. 
Notee the similarity with the Taksin stories, and the role of historical truth (Somdet 
Yaa indeed had her residence at Doi Tung) in enhancing the narrative truth of the 
story. . 

275 5 



Kingg Chulalongkora) increased the government's anxiety about the 
potentiall power of the throne. In an effort to diminish the symbolic 
meaningg of the king, the 1932 coup promoters took care that King 
Prajadiphokk was succeeded by someone they considered harmless: 
thee very young and unknown Prince Ananda. Moreover, they abol
ishedd most of the royal ceremonies and festivals connected with the 
monarchy. . 

Whenn King Bhumibol, having completed his study in Swit
zerland,, returned to Thailand in 1951, not much had changed yet in 
termss of legitimacy. The government of Field Marshal 'Plaek' Phi-
bunn Songkhram (Phibun), one of the leaders of the 1932 coup,30 

wass very much aware of the charismatic potential of the monarchy, 
andd Phibun strongly opposed any attempt of the new king to dem
onstratee his concern with national affairs in public. Consequently, 
Kingg Bhumibol did not have much possibility to exercise any influ
encee on his functioning as king of Thailand (Morell and Chai-anan 
1981:64-65;; Thak 1979:309-310). In 1955, when the king made a 
nineteen-dayss tour of the Northeast, Thailand's most poverty-
strickenn area, Phibun proved to be quite right in his assessment of 
thee situation. It was the first time that King Bhumibol exposed him
selff to the people for many days in a relatively informal and per
sonall setting. The king appeared to be very popular and the tour 
becamee a success. Phibun consequently took care that the govern
mentt did not finance any further royal trips. The king could not do 
anythingg to show his discontent with the Phibun government except 
forr not attending the official celebrations of the Buddhist 25th 

Centenniall in 1957 (Thak 1979:310). 
Inn the course of 1957 the power of the Phibun government 

rapidlyy declined. For a part this was due to his willingness to re
establishh diplomatic ties with communist China, a policy disap
provedd by other sections within the army as well as among royalists 
(Morelll and Chai-anan 1981:56). The strong public dissatisfaction 
withh the elections of February 26 of that year was another important 
impetus.. Phibun's victory was the result of vote-counting manipula
tionn and threats. In the subsequent unrest and student rallies Phibun 
declaredd the state of emergency, and made his long-time associate, 
Fieldd Marshal Sarit Thanarat (Sarit), Supreme Commander of the 

Phibunn has been Prime Minister twice: from 1938 to 1943, and from 1947 to 
1957. . 
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militar yy forces. In the next half year  to follow, Sarit was able to dis-
tancee himself from Phibun and to make himself a popular, public 
figure.figure. On September  16, Sarit staged a successful coup, and 
broughtt  the Phibun era to its end (Thak 1979:106-120). Sarit had a 
totallyy different approach towards the monarchy than Phibun. Real-
isingg the weakness of his own claim to power  and aware of the still 
widelyy accepted legitimacy of the throne, he even immediately went 
too see the king after  the coup, t 0 inform him of his actions and 
thee king provided him with a document appointing him Defender  of 
thee Capital. Although the king probably had no choice but to com-
ply,, the ease and lack of conflict with the throne facilitated Sarit's 
legitimizationn in the eyes of the public'  (ibid.: 124). In a press con-
ferencee the day after  the coup Sarit showed the royal document to 
provee that his position was legal (ibid.). 

Thee above episode demonstrates that King Bhumibol still 
couldd rely on the charisma that came with his position as king of 
Thailand.. The replacement of the absolute by constitutional monar-
chy,, the discontinuation of royal ceremonies, and even the long ab-
sencee of a rulin g monarch, had not fundamentally weakened the 
belieff  in the elevated qualities of royal rule. The weak political per-
formancee of the subsequent governments only seems to have con-
firmedd such sentiments. But, although charisma of office has to be 
acknowledgedd as a factor  in building King Bhumibol's authority, 
thee concept does not sufficiently explain his current omnipresence 
andd significance. History shows that royal charisma of a magnitude 
ass that of King Rama DC is not a self-evident phenomenon. There-
foree I wil l widen the perspective to include a focus on the circum-
stancess that fostered the image of King Bhumibol as a king with 
extraordinaryy qualities, adding to his charisma of office an enor-
mous,, acquired, personal charisma. 

PaternalisticPaternalistic leadership 

AA close look at some of the policies developed during the regime of 
Saritt  Thanarat (1957-1963) wil l reveal part of the origin of the 
King' ss present personal charisma. The Sarit regime and the monar-
chyy developed an almost symbiotic relationship. Because Sarit 
neededd the throne to legitimise his power, the monarchy eventually 
wass able to develop again into an institution of great political sig-
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nificance.. Thak (1979) not only deserves the credits for analysing 
thiss development in detail, but he also demonstrates the importance 
off the ideology of phokhun - or paternalistic - leadership in Sarit's 
thinking,, and its impact on the Thai political system before 1973. In 
thiss section I want to follow up Thak's analysis to demonstrate how 
closelyy King Bhumibol's present image is related to the politics and 
ideologyy developed by Sarit. After Sarit's death, the King was not 
onlyy able to continue the role and duties of the crown as laid down 
inn the Sarit period, but also to reclaim Sarit's * royal' role of fatherly 
leader. . 

TheThe fatherly leader 
Inn Sarit's view, the leader of the Thai nation should be to the people 
ass a father (phokhun) to his children. His approach, both paternalis
ticc and authoritarian, was not compatible with the 1932 constitution, 
which,, regardless its limitations, still implied a liberal, Western-
inspiredd democratic system. Therefore Sarit staged a coup de main 
inn 1958, replaced the constitution, and introduced the patiwat (revo
lutionary)) system. From then on the country was led by the Revolu
tionaryy Council, headed by Sarit. The patiwat ideology contrasted 
Westernn democracy to a Thai style of democracy. The specific 
situationn of Thai society needed an adapted, appropriate political 
system.. In the words of one spokesman: 

Lett us hope that our democracy is like a plant having deep 
rootss in Thai soil. It should grow amidst the beating sun and 
whippingg rain. It should produce bananas, mangoes, rambu-
tans,, mangosteens and durians; not apples, grapes, dates, 
plumss or horse chestnuts' (Army Radio Lecture 20-8-1965; 
quotedd in Thak 1979:157). 

AA Thai way of democracy could only develop well when based on 
trulyy Thai political principles, i.e. 'political stability, proper social 
behaviourr [khwam riaproi]  and strong executive leadership which 
wouldd "represent" the popular will and national development' 
(ibid.:: 160). Sarit's phokhun leadership was considered to be such a 
thoroughlyy Thai quality. Significantly, though, this quality is 
stronglyy associated with meritorious Buddhist kingship. The origins 
off the phokhun concept may be traced back to the founder of the 
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thirteenthh century Kingdom of Sukhothai, generally considered the 
firstt  independent Siamese kingdom, Phokhun (!) Si Intharathit . 
However,, it was his son, Father  King Ramkhamhaeng the Great 
(1276-1317)) (phokhun ramkhamhaeng maharat) who, in the twenti-
ethh century, became reknowned for  his fatherly style of rule. The 
father-imagee of this king stems from the inscriptions of the illustri -
ouss 'Stone of Ramkhamhaeng,'  (phrathaen manangkhasila) which 
wass discovered by Prince Mongkut (the later  King Rama IV) . A 
well-knownn part of the inscription reads: 

Thee King has hung a bell in the opening of the gate over 
there::  if any commoner  in the land has a grievance which 
sickenss his belly and gripes his heart, and which he wants to 
makee known to his ruler  and lord, it is easy: he goes and 
strikess the bell which the King has hung there; King Ram-
khamhaeng,, the ruler  of the kingdom, hears the call; he goes 
andd questions the man, examines the case, and decides it 
justlyy for  him (translation by A.B. Griswold and Prasert na 
Nagara,, in Wyatt 1994: 56). 

Saritt  borrowed his phokhun concept (fatherly and accessible leader-
ship)) from the Ramkhamhaeng inscription (Thak 1979:172). By ap-
propriatin gg this 'royal quality'  for  creating his personal image, Sarit 
jumpedd upon the band wagon already set in motion by King Vajira -
vudh,, who attributed great importance to his thirteenth-century 
predecessor.. For  his coronation ceremony King Vajiravud h had the 
oldd Chakri throne (installed by King Rama I) replaced by the 'Man-
angkhasilaa throne.'  This throne was constructed around the stone 
reputedd to have been used as a throne by King Ramkhamhaeng 
(ibid.:2777 n. 16).31 In addition, King Vajiravud h wrote plays, 
poems,, and musical dramas in which he glorified the patriotism, 
compassion,, and intelligence of the Sukhothai ruler  (Vella 

311 Again, King Vajiravudh has most probably been inspired by British custom, 
sincee the British coronation throne contained the Stone of Scone or Stone of Des-
tinity,, the ancient coronation stone of the Scottish kings taken to England in 1296. 
Inn 1996 the Stone was restored to the Scots, and is presently kept in Edinburgh 
Castle. . 
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1978:209-211).. During the first decades of the constitutional pe
riodriod the image of King Ramkhamhaeng was further promoted by 
Luangg Wichit (see Chapter I), who as no other Thai possessed the 
qualityy of popularising history for political and nationalistic pur
posess (see also Barmé 1993; Thongchai 1994:156-158). In 1954 his 
playy Anuphap Phokhun Ramkhamhaeng (The Prowess of Father 
Ramkhamhaeng)) had its premiere. In the play, King Ramkham
haengg repeatedly expresses himself in sentences like: "I am the fa
therr of all who reside in Muang Thai [Thailand]" or " I have no 
personall secrets. A father has nothing to hide from his children." 
Luangg Wichit had also composed a song and dance entitled: 'Sound 
off the Bell Song', inspired on the famous inscription cited above 
(seee Thak 1978:744-794). Public ideas on the importance of phok-
hunhun qualities in the person of the leader have been influenced a 
greatt deal by this play and other writings of Luang Wichit (ibid.; 
Thakk 1979:179-186). In an attempt to add a touch of kingly quali
tiess to his leadership, Sarit extensively used the 'benevolent father' 
conceptt until his death in 1963. 

DelineatingDelineating the king's image 
Developmentt (phatthana) was the second ideological pillar of the 
Saritt government. In the phokhun ideology phatthana meant 'the 
benevolentt father helping the children' (cf. Thak 1979:186). This 
policy,, of course, has to be understood against the background of 
thee cold-war atmosphere and an increasing fear of communist ac
tivities,, particularly in the impoverished areas. As a result, Sarit's 
pathh to 'development' was paved with repression. There was no 
roomm for deviant opinions or intellectual criticism. The harsh and 
dictatoriall character of the government was problematic. Interna
tionallyy as well as domestically Sarit sought legitimacy through 
maskingg the real nature of his regime (ibid. :312). It was there that 
thee monarchy entered the arena of contemporary politics. 

Immediatelyy after coming to power, Sarit developed a policy 
too make King Bhumibol the 'face' of the nation. He was very well 
awaree of the limitations his background as a provincial son of an 

Kingg Vajiravudh used the pen name Phra Ruang, which could refer to either 
Kingg Ramkhamhaeng or Phokhun Si Intharathit, as well as to the whole Suk-
hothaii dynasty (Vella 1978:209). 
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armyy major imposed when it came to representing the country 
abroad.. Orchestrated by Sarit, the king and queen visited twenty-
threee countries between 1958 and 1963. The lasting impression the 
well-educatedd and sophisticated royal couple made wherever they 
wentt served as an advertisement for the nation and the Sarit gov
ernmentt (Thak 1979:312-314). A similar line was followed domes
tically.. The royal family, particularly the king, the queen and the 
princesss mother (Somdet Ya), began traveling the countryside. They 
attendedd and sponsored weddings and cremations of military offi
cers,, and presented decorations and titles awarded to military and 
memberss of other, narrowly related, elite circles (Morell and Chai-
anann 1981:66). 

Thee activities of the King and his support for the govern
mentt could only be received positively as '[i]t was hard for the Thai 
publicc to envision the monarch as someone who was not concerned 
forr the future of the country whose past had been shaped and pro
tectedd by his ancestors. This faith, coupled with the traditional be
liefss surrounding kingship (...) made advice from the king very 
authoritativee with the public' (Thak 1979:316). From 1960 on, the 
Kingg regularly expressed his support for the governmental policies 
off promoting national security and economic development. Espe
ciallyy his recurrent mentioning of the danger of communism - at 
leastt implicitly - legitimised the increasing militarisation of Thai 
society.. Remote areas, inhabited by hill tribe people and therefore 
suspectedd of being particularly sensitive to communist activities, 
becamee a special target for the royal visits, a policy that led to a 
closee interaction between the royal family and the Border Patrol Po
licee (Morell and Chai-anan 1981:66). 

Inn his turn, Sarit promoted the throne. The king, for instance, 
wass given his own radio station (Riggs 1966:151). His visits to 
templess and the donations he made to the Sangha always received 
muchh attention in the press. Another activity was the king's presen
tationn of a specially cast Buddha image to each province within the 
kingdomm (Keyes 1987:209). Also remarkable were the extensive 
celebrationss of the king's return from his fourteen-months visit to 
Europee and the United States. Furthermore, some of the annual 
ceremoniess and festivals abandoned since 1932 were revived, the 
mostt important being the 'First Ploughing Ceremony' and the 
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** Royal Kathin Ceremony. These ceremonies certainly contributed 
too a revitalised perception of the king as the spiritual apex of the na
tion. . 

Sarit,, in the meantime, cultivated his fatherly phokhun im
age,, which, because of its direct link with King Ramkhamhaeng, 
alsoo was the image of the nation's leader. While leaving the full 
creditss of charisma of office to the king, and even initiating policies 
thatt would increase the king's personal influence, he managed to 
buildd himself a power position based on personal charisma. He ex
tensivelyy used the father-child idiom, speaking about himself as be
ingg the father of one big family (the nation). He made many small, 
butt popular (though often short-lived) decisions with an immediate 
effectt to show his benevolence, like cutting electricity rates. He was 
veryy accessible, also for those who belonged to the lowest echelons 
off society. Furthermore, he frequently toured the countryside to 
demonstratee that he cared for the people and that he wanted to learn 
aboutt their needs (Thak 1979:186-208). His visits to the provinces, 
thosee to the Northeast in particular, convinced him that the rural 
populationn had two basic needs: water and roads (ibid.:228). Con
sequently,, road construction and irrigation projects became the fo
cuss of the phatthana policy. At the same time, however, the 
emphasiss on road construction (largely financed by the United 
States)) also reflected security considerations (see below). 

Inn the second half of the Sarit regime King Bhumibol be
camee increasingly outspoken in his political opinions. He also be
camee more involved with other circles of society, especially with 
studentss and with members of the private sector. Frequent audiences 
grantedd to private citizens were another new development. Further
more,, the king became the central figure in many charity programs 
(ass receiver and allocator of funds) (Thak 1979:332-333), which in 
theirr turn generally were financed by representatives of the financial 
oligarchyy of military, bureaucrats, and leading business families 

Thee First Ploughing Ceremony is a Brahmin ritual conducted in front of the 
Grandd Palace (on the Royal Fields or Sanam Luang in front of the Grand Palace) 
too ensure a good harvest. Immediately after its revival in I960, people from all 
overr the country attended the ritual and 'descended on the newly ploughed field 
too scrounge for the "blessed" seeds' (Thak 1979:323). In the Royal Kathin Cere
monyy the king makes merit by presenting gifts to the Sangha, thereby projecting 
'hiss role into the midst of those activities which are most sacred to [the people]' 
(Riggss 1966:101). 
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(Morelll  and Chai-anan 1981:66). In this respect Morell and Chai-
anann speak of a 'definit e symbiotic relationship (...) between the 
militar yy elite that ruled Thailand and the royalty that reigned over 
it ''  (ibid.:64). The Sarit government supported the royal activities 
becausee it benefited from the increasing prestige of the throne, 
whilee at the same time the monarchy took advantage from the op-
portunitie ss offered by Sarit and became a factor  of political signifi-
cancee again. After  Sarit's death in 1963, Field Marshal Thanom 
Kittikachor nn took over  the power, but not the phokhun image. The 
king,, however, continued paying visits to the rural areas, speaking 
withh the villagers in person, and expressing his concern about their 
well-being,, to become a main initiator  of many development pro-
grams.. In the years that followed, up to the present day, the two key 
elementss of the image of the Sarit regime -phokhun andphatthana 
-- have remained predominant, but now entirely as part of the image 
off  the king. 

Sarit'ss death enabled the king to increase his personal cha-
risma.risma. The phokhun image, temporarily appropriated by the com-
monerr  Sarit, now could become exclusively the king's. But, 
althoughh 'being a father  to the people' is part of the image of the 
idealideal Thai king - and therefore such an image is easier  to appropri-
atee by a king than by a commoner  - it is a quality that remains to 
bee proven. When King Bhumibol returned to Thailand in 1951 he 
certainlyy was not a father  figure, yet. The king's open display of 
empathyy with those in the kingdom suffering hardship, his caring 
attitude,, and his personal encounters with villagers throughout the 
sixtiess and early seventies, laid the foundations for  the image of the 
kingg as a father, leader, and source of well-being and prosperity. 
Towardss the end of the 1960s the king had developed into a power 
off  his own, increasingly influencing politics rather  than being influ -
encedd (cf. Morell and Chai-anan 1981:68). For  this period it has 
beenn concluded that 'the king's popularity could not have been 
higher''  (Bowie 1998:96). 

PillarPillar  of stability 

Thee central theme of this section wil l be the development of the im-
agee of the King as a trul y national leader, as a 'unifier  of the Thai 
people''  who has saved Thailand from civil war  twice. As mentioned 
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earlier,, the two events particularly associated with this image are 
thee uprisings of October 14,1973 ('Bloody Sunday') and of 17-20 
Mayy 1992 ('Black May'). A positioning of these episodes in the 
hagiographyy requires, however, an additional focus on Thailand's 
mostt traumatic political experience of the second half of the twenti
ethh century: the coup of October 6, 1976 (hok tula) and its violent 
preludee and aftermath. In terms of 'civil war' October 6, 1976 may 
havee been more threatening than October 14, 1973 or May 17-20, 
1992.. On the fatal date of October 6, 1976 more than a hundred stu
dentss were killed by paramilitary groups (e.g. the Village Scouts 
Movement,, and the Border Patrol Police), while thousands were de
tainedd and many were forced to flee into the jungle. However, in the 
king'ss hagiography October 1976 has no place. As I hope to show 
below,, this 'absence' of October 1976 points to a 'twilight-
zone'(Thodenn van Velzen 2000) where fantasy scenarios reflect un-
articulatedd fears of the ultimate threat to the Thai political cosmos: a 
failuree of kingship. However, before entering into the realm of what 
II would like to call 'the dark side of kingship,' I will provide more 
detaill about the political constellation of the late sixties and early 
seventies,, which forms the background of the October 1973 and Oc
toberr 1976 crises. 

BloodyBloody Sunday - October 14,1973 
Inn the period of Field Marshal Thanom Kittikachorn's Prime Minis
tershipp (1963-1973) Thailand increasingly became involved in the 
Coldd War politics of the United States and the escalating Indochina 
War.. This involvement (from 1964 onwards) not only included 
permissionn to the U.S. for operating from Northeastern airports to 
attackk the so-called 'Ho Chi Minh trail' and for stationing U.S. 
troopss on Thai territory (45,000 in 1968), but also active participa
tionn of Thai military in the U.S. operations in Vietnam. In mid-1964 
aa Thai Air Force contingent was stationed in South-Vietnam, a na
vall contingent followed in 1965, while the first Thai ground forces 
(2,2000 troops) were sent in 1967 (a number to grow to over 11,000 
inn 1969) (Wyatt 1984:286-288). The engagement of the Thai with 
thee United States and the Vietnam War should for one part be un
derstoodd as a continuation, expansion and escalation of the anti-
communistt ideology that had been dominating official politics since 
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1932,, while also providing the successive militar y governments 
withh a strong legitimation of their  increasing influence on Thai poli-
ticss and society (cf. Morell and Chai-anan 1981:55-56).35 

Thee Thai communist party, formally established in 1942, 
onlyy has been allowed to operate in public in the short post-World-
War-I II  civilian interregnum (1944-1947). In 1947, however, Phibun 
tookk power  again to put an end to this period of relative open poli-
tics.. Phibun's anticommunist policy was strongly intensified under 
Sarit366 and subsequently under  the regime of Thanom, Praphat, and 
Narongg (the leaders of the rightwin g militar y clique introduced in 
Chapterr  IV) . 'By the 1970s all opposition was labelled communist 
andd thereby isolated and defeated (or  at least forced underground)' 
(Morel ll  and Chai-anan 1981:56). Despite the government's phat-
thana-basedthana-based counterinsurgency policy, the CPT had been able to 
mobilisee approximately 6,500 armed insurgents by the end of 1973. 
Ass a consequence of increasing inflation , low crop prices, and rela-
tivee impoverishment more and more peasants proved ready to join 
thee CPT's armed struggle. The monetary assistance provided by the 
U.S.. was not allocated for  liftin g the poor  man's plight, but used for 
infrastructura ll  projects, armament and militar y transport (ibid.:90-
91).. Moreover, the military' s flagrant corruption - Chai-anan nick-
namess them 'commercial soldiers' for  their  boundless involvement 
inn financial and commercial activities (1982:14) - made them ill -
famedd among urban people as well. In particular  the second man, 
thee powerful Praphat Charusathien, was generally disliked for  being 

Inn reaction to an economic reform plan by the progressive section of the revolu
tionaryy government of 1932-1933 to nationalise the entire Siamese economy, the 
constitutionn was suspended by the conservative faction and an anticommunism 
actt was promulgated (Barmé 1993:74; Morell and Chai-anan 1981:79). Before 
thatt King Vajiravudh already had been a fervent anticommunist (see Vella 1978). 
Similarly,, a fear of anti-royalist sentiments withheld King Chulalongkorn from 
sendingg sons or other Siamese youth of high birth to France. Instead, imperial 
Great-Britain,, Russia, and Germany were deemed fit for the education of Siamese 
nobility. . 
355 In the subsequent governments of Phahon (1933-1938) and Phibun (1938-
1944)) military representation in the cabinet had not been less than 39% in 1932 
withh a high point of 80% in 1944 (Morell and Chai-anan 1981:60-61). Defence 
expendituree rose from 15 million baht in 1933-1934 to 26 million baht in 1938 
(Chai-anann 1982). 
366 In 1961, Sarit had the Northeastern farmer activist Khrong Chandawong pub
liclyy executed. 
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'overtlyy corrupt in building his financial position' (Morell and Chai-
anann 1981:54).37 Morell and Chai-anan: 

Thiss darkened his image with the general public, more so 
withh segments of the bureaucracy, and especially the palace. 
Dislikee of Praphat lay behind much of the perceived crisis of 
successionn [of Thanom] and the widespread animosity that 
producedd the uprising of October 1973 (ibid.). 

Thee 1969 elections, organised by the Thanom regime in an attempt 
too contain public discontent, did not help stop the increasing criti
cismm from various sections of society. Labourers, peasants, students, 
ordinaryy people, and even elite liberals, openly advocated a less cor
ruptt and less repressive political climate. The growing tensions lead 
too a new coup d'état, organised by Praphat, and strongly supported 
byy his, equally unpopular, son-in-law, Colonel Narong. The old 
militaryy clique once more dissolved parliament and suspended the 
constitutionn 8 to re-install military rule. However, all the repressive 
measuress taken could not save the regime from the antigovernmen-
tall sentiments set in motion, which eventually led to massive stu
dentt demonstrations in 1973 (on October 13 approximately 400,000 
peoplee participated). These protests started in June and ended with a 
hastyy departure of Thanom, Praphat and Narong into exile after the 
decisivee protests of October 14 (Morell and Chai-anan 1981:145-

Inn 1969, Praphat was a member of the boards of forty-four commercial enter
prises.. Because of his business obligations he had to delegate much of his army 
taskss to his senior army officers. One of these officers, General Krit Sivara in his 
turnn was a board member in fifty firms (Chai-anan 1982:18; Morell and Chai-
anann 1981:53). 
388 As Callahan puts it: '[C]oup, constitution, elections, are actually all linked to
gether.. A coup d'état is a violation of the constitutional mechanism of govern
ment.. Hence, after each coup in Thailand, the existing constitution is abrogated, 
andd it is customary for the junta to write another document and hold election' 
(1995:103).. So, earlier new constitutions had been written after the coup d'états 
off 1933, 1947, 1951,1957 and 1958. Chai-anan has described this sequence of 
onee coup always leading to the next as 'the vicious cycle of Thai politics' 
(1982:1). . 
399 For a detailed and thorough analysis of this period and its aftermath I refer to 
Morelll and Chai-anan (1981). 

286 6 



Whatt was the position of the monarchy in this crucial pe
riod?riod? In the preceding years the king had expressed himself regu
larlyy in favour of democratic reforms, while he also had become 
moree and more outspoken in his criticism of the military. It is, how
ever,, necessary to differentiate here between the king's actions and 
thee king's actual power. On October 14, fighting broke out in front 
off Chitralada Palace between students and the Bangkok riot police. 
Thee king then ordered to open the palace gates to enable the stu
dentss to hide from the violence. The photographs of the royal family 
meetingg students kneeling in rows in the palace grounds have be
comee famous. Outside the gates, however, the violence quickly 
spreadd all over the city and that day over one hundred people were 
killed.. October 14 became known as 'Bloody Sunday.' Then, 
againstagainst all expectations, the military did not interfere, although 
Thanomm still wanted to suppress the uprising (ibid.: 147). According 
too Morell and Chai-anan: 

[A]] deep split was developing within the military's own 
leadership.. General Krit Sivara, army commander-in-chief, 
begann to adopt a position independent of the Thanom-
Praphatt group. This split prevented those who advocated use 
off strong measures, particularly Colonel Narong, from stag
ingg a major attack on the demonstrators. General Krit's in
terventionn rendered further military suppression untenable, 
leavingg Thanom, Praphat and Narong no alternative but to 
fleee the country, after being personally ordered by the king 
todoso(ibid.:147-148). . 

Noww we have finally collected all the pieces we need to start laying 
thee jigsaw puzzle of the king's present image as 'pillar of stability.' 
Itt was the king who ordered Thanom, Praphat, and Narong to leave 
thee country, although it was General Krit's decision not to support 
Thanomm and Praphat that ended their power. However, General 
Krit'ss role in ending the Thanom regime has vanished from social 
memory,400 which was fully occupied by the image of the royal fam
ilyy among the students in the Chitralada palace grounds. Other well-
knownn images of this period are the photographs of the 400,000 

Generall Krit's early and unexpected death in April 1976 certainly has facili
tatedd his vanishing from the popular scenario. 
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marchingg from Thammasat University to the Democracy Monument 
onn October 13, carrying Buddhist and national flags as well as por
traitss of King Bhumibol and Queen Sirikit, and the images of the 
royall couple visiting hospitalised students wounded in the violence 
(cf.. Marks 1977:54). Until today, as the final part of this section 
willl demonstrate, the latter images symbolise the king's support of 
democracy. . 

EndEnd of democracy - October 6, 1976 
Thee period 1973-1976, often referred to as the 'democratic period,' 
actuallyy was a period of increasing polarisation between reformers 
andd reactionaries. This complex episode has been described and 
analysedd thoroughly by other authors (in particular Morell and 
Chai-anann 1981, but also Anderson 1977; Bowie 1997; Chai-anan 
1982;; Girling 1981). For my argument it is important that, in the 
coursee of the polarisation process, the student/labour movement in
creasinglyy became associated with societal division and commu
nism,, the conservatives with national unity and stability, and the 
royall family with the conservatives. Not only to the conservative 
elite,, but also to the urban middle classes, the striving for reform 
becamee more and more synonymous with a policy of violence and 
conflict,, leading Thailand into becoming 'another Vietnam' (Bowie 
1997:109).. In this atmosphere the king's choice was for stability, a 
choicee possibly strengthened by the abolition of the Laotian and 
Cambodiann monarchies by communists in December 1975 and 
Aprill 1976 respectively (Anderson 1977:23-24; Bowie 1997:107-
108;; Morell and Chai-anan 1981:272). After 1974, the king's initial 
overtt sympathy with the democratic movement gradually dimin
ishedd and instead the royal family increasingly supported the reac
tionaryy politics propagated by the military and business elite. 
Moreover,, in 1975/1976 a deliberate choice was made for a more 
militaryy image of the throne. The basis for this militarised image lay 
inn the close contacts between the royal family and the Border Patrol 
Police,, a relationship that goes back to the Sarit era. These intensive 
contactss between the BPP and the monarchy not only were ex
pressedd in a shared view on development and security policies in 
thee 'sensitive' hill tribe areas, but also by the establishment of im
portantt BPP centres close to the royal family's summer palaces in 
Huaa Hin and Prachuab Khiri Khan (Morell and Chai-anan 1981:66). 
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Royall hill tribe visits were usually made under BPP guidance, and 
BPPP officials frequently served as royal bodyguards, too (Bowie 
1997:97). . 

Whenn in 1971 a BPP general founded the Village Scouts 
Movement,, the king almost immediately offered his patronage to 
stimulatee further growth and spread of the organisation. The active 
supportt of the king, according to Bowie, for one part should be 
viewedd in the light of the king's general support of the BPP's coun-
terinsurgencyy politics. For another part, the establishment of the 
Villagee Scouts Movement well fitted the king's conviction that an 
** antimilitary, anticorruption, prodevelopment, and popular grass
rootss organisation', in due time, could do away with the corrupt 
Thanom-Praphatt military regime (Bowie 1997:98). Although the 
movementt steadily grew in size between 1972 and 1974, member
shipp rose dramatically from less then 100,000 members by the end 
off 1974 to almost two million at the end of 1976 (ibid.:99). The in
creasingg association of the king with 'the right' was the base of this 
spectacularr growth. It stimulated the conservative upper and middle 
classess to support the movement financially, in the hope that the 
Villagee Scouts offered an alternative to communism. 

So,, for what reasons was the king in the end perceived as 
beingg sympathetic with reactionary forces only? During 1975 the 
royall family regularly attended and presided over cremations of 
soldiers,, volunteers and BPP service-men who died in counterinsur-
gencyy actions. On April 2, 1975 Princess Sirindhorn was appointed 
Presidentt of the patriotic Sai Jai Thai Foundation under Royal Pa
tronagee (see Chapter III). Even more outspoken was the king's 1976 
visitt to a training camp of the Red Gaurs (Krathing Daeng), a pa
ramilitaryy vocational students organisation established by the Inter
nall Security Operations Command (Marks 1977:59). The Red 
Gaurs,, primarily active in Bangkok, were infamous for their violent 
actionss (i.e. attacks on progressive students, assassination of labour 
leaderss and leftist politicians, the throwing of grenades into 
crowds).. The Red Gaurs, as well as Thailand's other most important 
rightwingrightwing organisations Nawaphon ('The Ninth Strengths:' 'possi
blyy a symbolic reference to King Rama IX' Morell and Chai-

411 The Internal Security Operations Command, until 1975 the Communist Sup
pressionn Operations Command, evolved from a combined civilian-police-military 
head-quarterr established in 1976 by the government to counterbalance the grow
ingg strength of the CPT (Morell and Chai-anan 1981:286). 
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anan:: 1981:238); the National Vocational Student Centre of Thai
landd and the Tree Thai Army/ extensively used portraits of the 
kingg and queen during their anti-leftist rallies. As Marks notes: 
'Thatt nothing was done to either criticize such practices or to forbid 
themm was for leftists tantamount to evidence of royal tacit support 
forr the forces of the right' (ibid.:58). It can be added that the right, 
indeed,, came to the same conclusion. The Village Scouts, 'under 
royall patronage' grew tremendously because of the large amounts 
off money poured into the organisation by conservatives to evolve, 
fromm 1975 onward, into an 'urban middle class phenomenon under 
thee control of right wing politicians' (Bowie 1997:110). 

Eventually,, the violent ending of the democratic period 
evolvedd mainly around the return of Thanom, who immediately 
uponn his arrival on September 19, 1976 was rushed to Wat 
Boworniwett - the foremost royal temple - to be ordained as a monk 
inn order to obtain social immunity. Reputedly, the king had ap
provedd Thanom's return: the royal couple visited him at the temple 
twoo days after his return (Bowie 1997:126; Morell and Chai-anan 
1981:271).. October 5, the day before the actual coup, right wing 
presss and the military radio claimed that Thammasat University 
studentss had insulted the monarchy by staging an execution of 
Crownn Prince Vajiralongkorn in effigy, and were about to attack 
Watt Boworniwet, summoning 'all patriots' to gather and fight. That 
eveningg a four thousand Village Scouts and other paramilitary 
groupss assembled around the campus which previously had been 
lockedd by the Border Patrol Police. The next day, 

[w]ithh the police in the lead, the mob stormed the campus. 
Thee carnage was almost unbelievable. Some students were 
burnedd alive or lynched from nearby trees; others were sim
plyy shot at point-blank range, some on the university 
grounds,, others as they attempted to flee the campus on foot 
orr to swim to safety (...). Official government reports later 
mentionedd forty-six dead, but other observers believe the 
tolll was much higher.42 Hundreds were wounded (...). None 

Officialss of the 'Chinese Benevolent Organisation' [the Po Tek Tueng, an or
ganisationn dedicated to the transport and cremation of people wounded or killed 
inn traffic accidents, fires, and other (urban) disasters] reported to have handled 
moree than a hundred corpses that day (Bowie 1997:28). 
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off  the rightists or  police were ever  arrested for  their  actions 
(Morelll  and Chai-anan 1981:275). 

Inn the evening the militar y announced that the National Administra-
tivee Reform Council, a militar y junta, was in charge 'in order  to re-
storee stability and law and order  to the kingdom' (ibid.).43 After  the 
coupp the king did nothing to distance himself from the militar y gov-
ernmentt  and their  allies, on the contrary. First of all, the king ap-
provedd the appointment of the extremely conservative Thanin 
Kraivichien ,, a former  Supreme Court judge, as Prime Minister . 
Thaninn had 'a reputation for  integrity , an ardent anticommunist 
whosee writing s had become standard fare at militar y academies, an 
adviserr  to the Internal Security Operations Command, and a person 
closelyy associated with the palace' (Girlin g 1981:217). Secondly, 
thee policy of promoting a 'militar y royal image' was continued. The 
royall  family more and more attended public occasions dressed in 
militar yy uniforms. In contrast to the sympathy displayed by the 
royall  couple with the victims of 1973 (with hospital visits and by 
presidingg over  the cremation ceremony for  instance), the royal fam-
ilyy now were shown visiting hospitalised soldiers and policemen, 
woundedd in combat with communists. Almost daily, newspapers 
publishedd photographs of the crown prince in the company of army 
andd police officers. The crown prince and the king were also con-
tinuouslyy shown surrounded by Village Scouts or  attending scout 
initiations.. Formal portrait s of members of the royal family in Vil -
lagee Scout uniform were made for  national distribution . Not only 
amongg liberals but also among prominent royalists it was felt that 
thee monarchy's militarisatio n and explicit support for  the right 
damagedd the institution' s reputation (Bowie 1997:140).44 Signifi-
cantly,, it was in this period that rumours about a political division 
withi nn the royal family first surfaced in the public arena. 

Thee military were far from united. In fact, the military that supported the 
NARCC were a different faction from those behind the orchestration of the Tham-
masatt massacre. However, going into details on the military power struggles 
wouldd lead me to far from my actual subject: the fissure in the image of the royal 
family.. I therefor refer to Bowie (1997), Girling (1981), and to Morell and Chai-
anann (1981) for detailed analyses of these struggles. 
444 Another indication of the increasing alliance between monarchy and military is 
thee tremendous rise of the number of people charged with lèse majesté: from nine 
casess in the 1950s to more than hundred in the 1970s (Streckfuss 1996:59). 
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Inn leaflets distributed in Bangkok after the October 6, 1976 
coupp it was argued that the queen and her relatives were attempting 
'too force the king to abdicate in favor of the crown prince, who was 
saidd to be under his mother's influence' (Morell and Chai-anan 
1981:272).. 'Reliable sources' (ibid.) suggested that it was the 
queen,, and not the king, who had actively supported the return of 
Thanomm 'and finally implicated the king in the situation' (ibid.). 'It 
iss she (it is said) who determined the choice of the obsequious 
Thanin'' (Kershaw quoted in Bowie 1997:140, see also Keyes 
1987:100).. The rumours about attempts of the queen to manipulate 
thee succession to the throne might have been spurred by the unex
pectedd return of the crown prince from Australia (where he was 
studying)) on October 2. The fact that the conflict about Thanom's 
returnn three days later escalated through a supposed mock hanging 
off the crown prince's effigy - whether this really happened or not, 
iss not that relevant for my argument here45 - indicates that negative 
ideass about the crown prince already had been circulating for a 
longerr period and that the 'pro crown prince' camp apparently knew 
aboutt the existence of such ideas in student circles. According to 
Marks:: 'Though a taboo subject in most Thai circles, discreet com
mentss on the composition of the royal family had gone on for years' 
(1977:56).. In activist student circles such comments apparently had 
beenn less discreet: '[ljeftist students frequently mocked [the crown 
prince's]] dress, carriage and alleged clumsiness and lack of intelli
gence,, though only among themselves'(ibid.). Adding to this image 
off 'an incompetent successor to the throne' was the unexpected an
nouncementt that the crown prince would marry his first cousin So-
amsawaleee Kitiyaka, a niece of Queen Sirikit, in January 1977. In 
Bowie'ss dryly wording: '[pjublic confidence in the suitability of the 
bridee was undermined by her failure to complete high school' 
(1997:141).. Later, comparable rumours circulated about the mental 
capacitiess of the couple's daughter and only child, Princess Bajra 
Kitiyabhaa (b. 7-12-1978). 

Thus,, at the end of the seventies, in certain urban, intellec
tual,, and court circles doubts about the future of the monarchy had 
becomee articulated in rumours about a lack of intelligence on the 
sidee of the crown prince and of calculating and deceitful manipula-

455 The students have always denied intentionally insulting the crown prince 
(Markss 1977:60). 
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tionss on the side of the queen. The king and the princess, neither  of 
themm any less involved in the militarisatio n of the image of the 
monarchy,, largely stayed out of range, although, as a whole, the im-
agee of the monarchy had been tarnished (cf. Bowie 1997:127-
131).466 For  my analysis it is significant that this split in the image of 
thee Thai monarchy not only still exists after  twenty-five years, but 
alsoo has become detached from its democratic, intellectual and lib-
erall  elite origin. At present the 'dark side of kingship' has become a 
generall  feature of urban middle class imaginations about the mon-
archy.. In this imagination the members of the royal family no 
longerr  are discussed in terms of their  actual role in political or  eco-
nomicc developments: they have become icons, captured in images. 

Thee king has become the royal saint described above. The 
imagee of Princess Sirindhorn evolves in a similar  fashion. The role 
off  the crown prince and the queen in fantasy scenarios shows how 
theyy are perceived as potentially destructive, even as endangering 
thee continuity of the Thai kingdom. Take for  instance the shooting 
incidentt  rumours outlined above: irrespective of the differences, the 
actorss are envisioned as acting according to fixed imaginary roles. 
However,, such imaginary succession scenarios not only serve to 
articulatee anxieties about the futur e of the kingdom, but also enable 
too dissociate any involvement of the royal family with 'wrong' po-
liticall  powers from the king. As a royal saint, King Bhumibol only 
cann be good and omitting 1976 from his biography supports this 
image. . 

BlackBlack May- May 17-20, 1992 
Thee latest addition to the king's hagiography has been the well-
orchestratedd ending of Thailand's most recent political crisis, 
'Blackk May,'  1992. Here we see not only how the image of 'the 
kingg saves Thailand from civil war' was deliberately used as an in-
strumentt  in actual politics, but also how, irrespective of the ambigu-
ityy of the king's role, the king really 'only can be good.' 
Paradoxically,, the image of the king, a depoliticised icon, has be-
comee a powerful political device. 

466 Only the CPT definitely turned against the king in the course of 1977, accusing 
thee king of being fully responsible for the violence of October 6. However, with 
thiss point of view the CPT held an isolated position in Thai society (Marks 
1977:70). . 
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Thee 1992 May events sprang from an increasing resentment 
againstt the group of military officers who had come to power after a 
coupp d'etat staged on February 23, 1991. The coup stagers, in a bid 
too link up with the general political sentiment, legitimated their in
terventionn by referring to the severe corruption of the toppled 
Chatichaii Choonhavan government.47 Initially they did meet rela
tivelyy little opposition, because of the general relief about the gov
ernment'ss end. After the coup a National Peace Keeping Council 
(NPKC,, khana raksa khwam sangob riaproi haeng chat) was in-
stalled,, a military council that would govern Thailand until March 
1992.. Public protests against the appointment of coup leader Gen
erall Suchinda Kraprayoon as unelected prime minister on April 7, 
19922 - despite his earlier promise not to enter the government -
begann to increase after May 6,1992. That day pro-democracy leader 
Majorr General Chamlong Srimuang started a 'fast to death' to en
forcee Suchinda's resignation.48 On May 17 a mass non-violent sit-in 
demonstrationn was organised at the Royal Field in front of the 
Grandd Palace, to put pressure on parliament to revise the new, dicta
toriall constitution issued by the NPKC in December 1991. Despite 
thee massive protests against the NPKC constitution - which allowed 
forr instance for an unelected prime minster - the charter was 
passed.499 Significantly, the king at the time encouraged the accep
tancee of the constitution (cf. Callahan 1995:104). On May 18 the 
governmentt tried to end the protests with military violence, in the 
effortt killing a large number of people.50 Chamlong, together with 

Thee coup stagers motivated their action with the following reasons: '(...) royal 
assassinationn plots, corruption, parliamentary dictatorship, politicians harassing 
governmentt officials and disrespect for the military' (Callahan 1995:101). 
88 The protests actually began with the hunger strike of the well-known non

violentt activist and former member of parliament, Chalart Vorachart. When 
Chamlongg began his hunger strike on May 6, Chalart had already been fasting for 
nearlyy one month in front of the parliament building. However, only when the 
moree charismatic and popular Chamlong engaged in the struggle, the fasts really 
gott public attention (see Callahan 1995:104-107). 
99 The proposed constitution evoked the largest demonstration since 1976:70,000 

peoplee participated (others even mention a number of 100,000 (Anek 1993:113). 
Inn reaction Suchinda then promised not to become prime minister (Callahan 
1995:104). . 
500 The exact death toll still is a matter of dispute. Relatives of the victims, organ
isedd in the May Heroes Committee, have not yet given up attempts to convince 
thee government to start a search for the bodies of people who disappeared during 
thee crackdown. These bodies are believed to be hidden in twenty places in the 
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thousandss of others, was arrested. But, different from 1976, and 
againstt  expectations, the protests continued until May 20. That day 
thee militar y stopped shooting and decided to negotiate. 

Twoo days of tense waiting followed. On May 23, in an ex-
traordinar yy television broadcast, the crisis was brought to and end. 
Suchindaa and Chamlong - the leaders of the antidemocracy and 
prodemocracyy camps respectively -were received in an audience by 
thee king, approaching him on their  knees, to be 'reminded' of their 
obligationss towards the nation, and to be told that their  stubbornness 
endangeredd the nation. The whole scene, humiliatin g for  both the 
militar yy and the protestors, was the outcome of extensive negotia-
tions.. It was agreed upon that Suchinda should resign, and that, in 
return ,, the king should announce * amnesty for  all involved.'  For 
twoo reasons, the democratic groups found the amnesty hard to ac-
cept.. First, the militar y officers responsible for  the shooting and 
subsequentt  casualties could not be prosecuted. Second, the amnesty 
impliedd that, essentially, there is no difference between militar y at-
temptingg to safeguard their  power  at any price, and those devoted to 
thee common good of democracy. The ambiguity of the king's role -
hiss earlier  support for  the constitution, his late intervention, and the 
amnestyy granted - is, like the 1976 case, only acknowledged and 
rememberedd within a rather  limited circle of intellectuals, activists, 
andd families of the victims who died in the crackdown. For  the ma-
jority ,, the king's role is determined by the image of the king calling 
thee opponents to order  (see figure 31). This general perception of 
'thee king solving the crisis'  was well expressed by Son, owner  of a 
mid-sizee Chiang Mai bookstore (earlier  quoted in Chapter  I). The 
firstt  thing she said when our  conversation came to King Bhumibol 
was: : 

Hee is the best king we ever  had. Think for  instance of May 
1992.. Fighting broke out. Soldiers even began to shoot. The 
kingg closed his palace. For  a while nothing happened, but 
thenn the king appeared on television with Suchinda and 
Chamlong.. He reprimanded them as a father. Even now, 
whenn I think of it again, this episode gives me goose bumps. 

country,, all under military jurisdiction (see for instance The Bangkok Post, May 
19,, 2001). 
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Thee image of the 1992 audience with Suchinda and Chamlong - the 
kingg actually solving the then crisis - completes the image of Octo
berr 1973 - the king supporting democracy amongst the students in 
thee palace grounds. Both images, as visual evidence of historical 
truth,, support and strengthen the narrative truth of the king's hagi-
ography. . 

Suphab,, owner of a stationary shop in Chiang Mai, told me: 
'Withoutt the monarchy, we [the Thai] cannot exist (yu mai 
dat).dat). Take for instance the violence of October 1973 and of 
1992.. In both cases it was thanks to the king that the vio
lencee ended.' 

Phanya,, owner of a small porcelain factory in Chiang Mai: 
'Wee were saved from civil war twice only because the king 
managedd to stop Thai people fighting against each other in 
Octoberr and in 1992.M 

Likee the king's role in ending the crises of October 1973 and May 
1992,, the crises themselves have become icons, too. They have be
comee loosened from their actual political contents and tend to 
mergee into one single image symbolising either the struggle for de
mocracyy or the worst political scenario imaginable: civil war, Thai 
shootingg Thai. This merging can be found visualised in King Bhu-
mibolmibol Adulyadej. Thailand's Guiding Light, the book issued by the 
Bangkokk Post in commemoration of the king's Golden Jubilee in 
1996.. Anuraj Manibhandu, the author of 'Pillar of Stability,' ac
cordingg to the editorial the book's main chapter, writes: 'HM's best-
knownn acts are the interventions of October 14, 1973, and May 20, 
1992,, which saved the country from disaster' (1996:28). Here the 
authorr names May 20 (the end of the shooting) as the date of the 
royall intervention, instead of May 23, the date of the televised audi
ence.. We see how myth 'takes over' history: the ending of the 
shootingg tends to be presented as the outcome of the intervention. 
Thee accompanying pictorial section first amply covers the 1973 
protestss and the royal family's concern with the student protestors, 

511 This quote is an example of how 'October' {tula) from the name of the 1973 
crisiss has evolved into a general label to indicate the violent mid-seventies. 
Thongchai,, in his 1999 Keynote Speech at the Thai Studies Conference in Am
sterdam,, made a similar observation. 
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followedd by the 1992 protests, to end with the audience with Cham-
longg and Suchinda. The captions of two photographs depicting the 
chaoticc and tense atmosphere during the 1992 protests around the 
Democracyy Monument at Ratchadamnoen Avenue read: 'May 
1992,, and democracy fights again.' and 'In the aftermath a monu
mentt of democracy holds.' As the next case will illustrate, the 
mergingg of the images of 1973 and 1992 also happens beyond the 
domainn of officially sanctioned ideology, to which domain books 
suchh as the Bangkok Post's belong: 

Octoberr 21, 1998. Around 6.30 PM Pom, a woman in her 
twenties,, assembles her small open-air café at one of the 
severall second hand evening markets that have emerged in 
Chiangg Mai in the aftermath of the 1997 economic crisis. 
Suchh markets are known as 'formerly rich markets' (talat 
kheuikheui ruai\ because they had arisen when the once well-to-
doo started to sell (a part of) their belongings to obtain cash. 
Shee has to assemble and dismantle her café every evening: 
duringg daytime the market place is a tourist bus parking 
place.. Situated against the outer wall of a large building 
borderingg on the market, Pom's café is furnished with three 
tables,, chairs, and a small bar with stools. On the building 
walll Pom has hung two kinds of decoration: three cow or 
buffaloo skulls and four large posters of the Black May pro
tests.. Two of the posters, originally published by The Na-
tion,tion, show Chamlong surrounded by protestors. The other 
twoo show large groups of arrested and wounded protestors. 
Onn my question why she decorates her café with these post
ers,, Pom shortly answers: this is 'October 14'. Apparently, 
shee considers this answer sufficient. Everybody knows 'Oc
toberr 14'. In the weeks before my visit to the café, the media 
hadd paid ample attention to the 1973 crisis because of its 
25thh anniversary, and the discussion around the erection of 
ann October 14 memorial. 'But,' I say, 'this is May 1992, I 
seee Chamlong.' In disbelief, Pom takes a close look at the 
posters.. 'Yes' is her answer, those in colour are from May 
1992,, but the black and white definitively are from October 
14.'' As these sepia-tinted posters depict protesting students, 
indeed,, there is great similarity with photographs of October 
1973,, also depicting protesting students. And what about the 
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skulls?? Pom: they have the same meaning, the skulls refer to 
[thee rockgroup] Carabao.52 People who come to my place 
knoww [the meaning of the skulls and photographs]. They 
knoww about politics and they want democracy. 

Inn Pom's case, the merging of the images of 1992 with the 1973 
eventss clearly is supported by the sepia colouring. This colouring, 
associatedd with 'long ago,' helps to dissociate the images from the 
actuall historical events. In this way, the images become floating 
elementss in an a-historical, indefinite past, as do the crises to which 
theyy refer.53 

Soo far, my analysis has clarified the vital place of 1973 and 
19922 in the hagiography, and the equally vital absence of 1976. 
However,, understanding how a hagiography could take shape at all 
requiress continuing the account of the construction of King Bhumi-
bol'ss image with the developments in the 1980s, when the king's 
imagee fully developed into its present hagiographic form. This 
phasee of my argument also will be the time to return to the main 
subjectt of this study: the cult of King Chulalongkorn. For, to my 
understanding,, the increasing atmosphere of adoration around King 
Bhumiboll and his achievements gave an important impetus to the 
imaginaryy around King Chulalongkorn. 

TwoTwo great kings 

Inn the eighties three important royal jubilees were celebrated. The 
firstfirst jubilee, in 1982, marked two events: the bicentennial of Bang
kokk as the capital and two hundred years of rule by the Chakri dy
nasty.. A second important festivity took place in 1987. In that year 
Kingg Bhumibol celebrated his sixtieth birthday or, to say it differ
ently,, the (auspicious) completion of his fifth cycle of twelve years. 
Thee third celebration, in 1988, marked the king's breaking of the 
recordd of the longest reign ever of a Thai/Siamese monarch. The 

Carabaoo is the Philippine word for water buffalo. The group produced an album 
inn 1986, titled Prachatibodai (Democracy). After the May 1992 crackdown, mu
sicc from the album was used by the pro-democracy opposition to underline their 
perspectivee on the May Events (Callahan 1994:124). 

Pomm had bought her posters from a poster seller on the same market. Probably, 
thee 25th anniversary of October 14 in 1998 boosted the interest in 1992 posters. 

298 8 



previouss record had been set by King Chulalongkorn, who had been 
onn the throne for  forty-tw o years and twenty-three days. The bicen-
tenniall  celebrations extensively brought the achievements of the 
Chakrii  Kings to the attention of the public by means of broadcasts, 
publications,, and festivities. King Rama I, the founder  of Bangkok, 
wass posthumously honoured with the titl e maharat (the Great). The 
Grandd Palace was richly restored. The celebrations also served as a 
preamblee to the festivities of 1987 and 1988. It was during the bi-
centennial,, for  instance, that the idea was born to present a park to 
thee king at the occasion of his 60th birthday (The King Rama IX 
Royall  Park). Funding for  the park would be obtained through dona-
tionss from people 'from all walks of life'(Usnisa 1988:32-33).54 

Alsoo another  idea for  a gift from the people to their  king to mark his 
auspiciouss birthday in 1987 was presented: to honour  the king with 
thee titl e 'the Great'. 

Forr  the organisation of the 1987 and 1988 celebrations a 
speciall  committee, the National Commission on the Great Celebra-
tionss to Honour  His Majesty the King, was appointed. Between 
19855 and 1987 the Ministr y of Interior  made a nation-wide survey 
inn the course of which over  forty million people completed a form 
inn which they were asked which titl e they preferred: 'Bhumibol 
Maharaj ''  (phumiphon maharat) or  'Phatha Maharaj '  (phattha ma-
harat).harat). 5 There also was room to enter  another  suggestion on the 
form.. About thirty-fou r  million people voted for  Bhumibol Maha-
raj. 566 Thus since December  5, 1987 the official titl e of the king is 
'Kin gg Bhumibol Adulyadej  the Great'  (somdet phra phumiphon 

544 Quoted from Usnisa Sukhsvasti, Suan Luang Rama IX. A Nation's Tribute to 
itss King. Thailand Illustrated, Vol.6 No.2: 31-35, 1988. The park would be a gift 
'thatt would stand the test of time and symbolise the loyalty of all Thai subjects' 
(ibid.:32).. A public park was considered most appropriate, as such a project 
wouldd encompass all the king's major concepts of promoting the welfare of his 
subjects,, i.e. 'the development of land for public uses, the preservation of animal 
andd plant life, the prevention of flooding within the city limits, while at the same 
timee providing the luscious environment and spacious surroundings for the people 
off Bangkok and its suburbs in contrast to the crowded and polluted city centre' 
(ibid.). . 

PhatthaPhattha is a very positive word, meaning 'good' (di), excellent (prasoet), pro
gresss (charoeri), beautiful (ngam), charming (narak) and auspicious (pen 
mongkhon). mongkhon). 
566 This information is derived from a leaflet printed by the Ministry of Home Af
fairs,, headed 'Resume of the Survey on the Publics Opinion' (prawat ekasan sam-
ruwatpratcham)ruwatpratcham) (n.d.). 
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adunlayadaetadunlayadaet maharat) and, coincidentally or not, he is the ninth 
monarchh in Thai/Siamese history (thus not of the Chakri dynasty) to 
bearr this title.57 

Sevenn months after the King's sixtieth birthday, in June 
1988,, the celebrations for 'The Longest Reign' (mahamongkhon 
phraratchaphithiphraratchaphithi mangkhalaphisek) took place. Since King Bhumi-
boll was breaking King Chulalongkorn's record, making compari
sonss between the kings was self-evident. The fact that King 
Chulalongkornn also had been a maharat made this task the more 
easy:: both kings were, so to speak, on the same level. It was no im
pedimentt that King Chulalongkorn probably has been Siam's most 
absolutee and powerful monarch ever, while the present king is re
strictedd by the constitution. One of the first books exclusively fo
cussingg on a comparison between the two Kings was published by 
thee Office of the National Cultural Commission. The book, 'Two 
Greatt Development Kings' (song maharat nak phatthana, 1988), 
addressess most achievements of the two kings. The cover picture of 
thee book is a composition of portraits of both kings. The same com
positionn was also part of one of the triumphal arches erected for the 
celebrationn on Ratchadamnoen Avenue in Bangkok. Through the 
streamm of television broadcasts, magazines, and newspapers cover
ingg the celebrations, the picture must have reached almost every 

C O O 

householdd in the kingdom many times. King Bhumibol is placed 
inn the front, in colour. He is dressed in a white uniform with golden 
decorations.. In the back, slightly higher and thus evoking the effect 
off watching over the present king's shoulder, we see King Chu
lalongkorn,, depicted in sepia. The composition tells us that (the 
spiritt of) King Chulalongkorn is literally behind his - living -
grandchild,, approving and supporting him. It also could be inter
pretedd as showing that, although King Chulalongkorn died already a 
longg time ago, his spirit is still watching over his country and sub
jects,, reflecting the idea of a convergence of the king's spirit and 

Thee procedure and motivation behind this gift is rather opaque. The king had 
actuallyy already been given the title of phattha maharat on December 5, 1963, 
alsoo as a gift from 'the people'. In 1987 the king had thus been already maharat 
forr twenty-four years. However, the title phattha maharat appears to have been 
hardlyy used or remembered, although I have seen it sometimes. 
588 By the end of the 1980s television reached more than seventy percent of the 
rurall and more than ninety percent of the urban households. The ratings of the 
nationall news are among the highest (Pasuk & Baker 1995:315). 
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thee phra sayam thewatirat. The composition has inspired a wide ar
rayy of variations, to be found anywhere in the form of coins, medal
lions,, greeting cards, stickers, or posters. Other portraits may be 
used,, and sometimes prayers or royal symbols are added, but gener
allyy the colours-sepia distinction is maintained (see figure 32). A 
tellingg composition, which I found as a New-Year's greeting card, 
depictss a large portrait of King Chulalongkorn (head and shoulder, 
inn sepia) in the back, filling almost the whole picture. In the front 
wee see a rather tiny King Bhumibol (head to foot, in colour) stand
ingg in a rice field, a sickle in the hand: the farmer/development king 
workingg hard to harvest what his grandfather has sown (see figure 
33). . 

Itt would be hard, if not impossible, to distinguish where 
popularr imagination begins and officially promoted images end. 
And,, the question to what extent the official images are influenced 
byy the imagination of the public is not too far-fetched either. How 
impressivee and abundant the official celebrations may have been, 
numerouss people will have been hardly affected. The celebrations 
alonee do not sufficiently explain the nature and scale of the present-
dayy devotion to the kings. The King Chulalongkorn cult in particu
larr goes widely astray from the officially promoted trail, a matter 
thatt will be further addressed below. 

Itt seems safe to state, however, that the social imaginary 
alsoo has been influenced by the jubilees. In brief, I want to distin
guishh three aspects of the celebrations' impact. Firstly, leaning on 
thee personal charisma King Bhumibol had established in the fifties 
andd sixties, the celebrations further strengthened the glory of the 
Thaii monarchy as a whole. Secondly, the celebrations channelled 
thee already existing feelings of veneration for King Bhumibol and 
Kingg Chulalongkorn into a summation of the dynasty's inherent 
charismaa of office and the personal charisma of the two kings. The 
amplee attention for King Chulalongkorn in The Record of the 
Longestt Reign' celebration in 1988 may even have given sufficient 
impetuss to the veneration for this king for its development into a 
cult.. Thirdly, the widely campaigned comparisons between King 
Bhumiboll and his grandfather during the celebration of 'The Record 
off the Longest Reign', have greatly added to what I see as a process 
off merging of the two royal images. Almost every single personal 
quality,, interest or attitude that is part of the image of King Chu
lalongkornn has its complement in the image of King Bhumibol. To 
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mentionn the most important: open-mindedness and eagerness to
wardss technological innovation; taking care that innovations fit for 
thee kingdom do get to be implemented; an explicit compassion to
wardss ordinary, rural people; the ability to protect the kingdom in 
timess of danger; and a never failing willingness to sacrifice them
selvess for the good of the people and the nation. Furthermore, the 
kingss share qualities or deeds not directly related to a particular 
achievementt but underlining the extent of their similarity. They 
sharee talents in writing, translating, and photography for instance. 
Theyy also are the only kings of the Chakri dynasty who entered 
monkhoodd after having ascended the throne, a demonstration of 
theirr strong adherence to the Buddha Dharma. 

Apparently,, the qualities, interests and propensities that 
makee up King Chulalongkorn's image as well as King Bhumibol's 
aree perceived as the pivotal elements of both kings' virtuous and 
beneficentt reigns. In my opinion, this 'merged image' of King Chu-
lalongkornn and King Bhumibol expresses the image of the ideal 
modernmodern Buddhist king. In the present-day perception of Buddhist 
kingshipp we may note an essential difference in function between 
thee 'old' Great Kings of Thai history and these two modern kings. 
Thee old great kings which are venerated today, particularly King 
Naresuann and King Taksin, are remembered as 'fighters for inde
pendence.'' As warriors, they maintained the kingdom's independ
encee by defeating Siam's arch-enemy, the Burmese. In today's 
globalisingg world, threats of a different nature, and less concrete, 
aree experienced, such as economic dependency, environmental deg
radation,, and moral decline. As such threats at the same time repre
sentt the other side of progress, prosperity, and modernity, they 
illustratee the ambiguous nature of the latter. The importance pres
entlyy attributed to modern Buddhist kingship could therefore be un
derstoodd as a Thai strategy of dealing with this ambiguity. One 
mightt say that in the veneration for the great warrior kings 'the 
Burmese'' have become a sign for 'alien threats to the kingdom' 
ratherr then for 'physical, foreign enemy.' But, even then, from 
heavenn the old warriors only could help ensuring Thailand's inde
pendence,, while the specific personal qualities of King Chulalong-
kornn and King Bhumibol are needed to guarantee a fruitful dealing 
withh modernity and global processes. 
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TwoTwo modern kings 

Thee 'Record of the Longest Reign' comparisons still resound. To-
day,, when speaking about King Chulalongkorn's meaning in their 
personall  lives, many worshippers included King Bhumibol in their 
account.. In their  view the present king equals his grandfather  in 
manyy respects. Following myth and hagiography, people compared 
thee kings in their  qualities of genius, compassion, and leadership. 
Thesee qualities may be regarded as popular  renderings of the no-
tionss of Buddhist Kingship and the Ten Kingly Virtues'. Together 
thesee three qualities culminate in the 'higher' quality of 'source of 
progresss and prosperity'  (khwam charoen). As we have seen in 
Chapterr  I, this is not just a quality in the general sense. It is, far 
more,, the outcome of the fact that these two kings are hardworking, 
human,, gifted, and virtuous persons. The idea of the kings as 
sourcess of khwam charoen, of course, comes very close to the im-
agee of the two kings as 'Great Developers' as promoted in the 1988 
celebrations,, but it is not entirely the same. The meaning of khwam 
charoencharoen is wider  and more general than phatthana, and the concept 
referss more directly to the quality of daily life. As proven sources of 
thee nation's prosperity, the kings also appear  as potential guarantors 
off  well-being to all citizens. 

Ass actual objects of worship King Chulalongkorn and King 
Bhumiboll  seem to grow towards each other, too. At places where 
onee finds images of King Chulalongkorn (e.g. at home altars, in 
temples,, with vendors at the equestrian statue, or  at amulet mar-
kets),, one increasingly finds medallions, statuettes, and portrait s of 
Kin gg Bhumibol as well - not to mention the numerous images de-
pictingg the kings together  on one single object. Still though, we 
shouldd not conclude that the King Chulalongkorn cult and the ven-
erationn for  King Bhumibol tend to become one single phenomenon. 
Althoughh in terms of qualities both kings embody the ideal of mod-
ernn Buddhist kingship, their  individual images relate to different 
circumstancess and expectations. The basis of this difference lies 
withh the obvious fact that in the case of King Chulalongkorn people 
worshipp a deity, while in the case of King Bhumibol people worship 
aa living monarch. As a consequence, King Chulalongkorn can be 
approachedd by anyone, at any time, and any place, while King 
Bhumibol,, on the other  hand, remains virtuall y inaccessible for  any 
directt  request. A second implication is that appeals to and expecta-
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tionss regarding King Bhumibol's auspicious powers tend to be more 
orr less explicitly related to actual political and economic problems, 
whereass the worshipping of King Chulalongkorn, as we have seen 
inn the foregoing chapters, is mainly restricted to the sphere of the 
individuall life and its immediate needs and problems. 

Thee veneration for King Bhumibol is imbued with uncer
taintyy about the destiny of the nation as a whole, of which worries 
aboutt the monarchy, as we have seen, are an intrinsic part. These 
worriess cannot be openly expressed except occasionally in the form 
off concern with the king's failing health, his heart condition in par
ticular.. When King Bhumibol on March 15, 1995 was hospitalised 
forr cardio-vascular treatment, the concern with his health not only 
reachedd a high point but also, for the first time, could be fully ex
pressedd in public. On the day of the operation, March 19, thousands 
off people gathered at the Sanam Luang (the Royal Field in front of 
thee Grand Palace) to participate in a ceremony dedicated to the king 
andd in temples throughout the country monks conducted a twenty-
fourr hours chanting session. After his recovery, the king explained 
inn a television broadcast all details of the operation in person. To 
myy feeling, this broadcast not only showed that the king was in 
goodd health again, and in full control of the situation, but also that 
nobodyy should discuss the king's health condition in public except 
forr the king himself. The broadcast was intended, so to speak, to 
allayy the concern with the king's health, and to put an end to the 
topicc as a matter of public speculation. Although the subject of 'the 
king'ss failing health' may be below the surface again, it is only just 
below,, offering a possibility to articulate political and economic 
anxietiess in guarded, but positive terms. Once in existence, such a 
'fissure'' apparently is hard to close. At the end of this section I will 
returnn to this subject, when summarising the major difference be
tweenn the King Chulalongkorn cult and the veneration for King 
Bhumibol. . 

PrestigePrestige through participation 
Thee image of King Bhumibol as the personal friend of the peasants 
seemss to comply with the ideal of the fatherly, accessible king of 
thee Ramkhamhaeng inscription. But the phrase from the inscription, 
soo often cited to give, as it seems, a 'historical basis' to the king's 
deeds,, finds no resonance in the daily life of most Thai. 'If any 
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commonerr in the land has a grievance (...)' to whom could the pre
sent-dayy commoner appeal? The discrepancy between the image of 
personall concern and accessibility, and King Bhumibol's actual in
accessibilityy and distance becomes the more poignant when one re
alisess that only those belonging to the highest echelons of society 
cann have or may get access to the palace. The king's direct envi
ronmentt has become an arena where members of the elite compete 
amongstt each other for prestige through the appropriation of King 
Bhumibol'ss image. We should understand the continuous stream of 
initiativess such as the publishing of jubilee books, the organisation 
off merit-making ceremonies, and the issuing of commemorative 
coinss by army units, government departments, banks and other pub
licc or private enterprises, temples, charity foundations, and relief 
organisationss against this background. Leading figures all over Thai 
societyy - aristocracy, professors, top-brass military, politicians, di
rectorss - sponsor and organise such tributes to His Majesty. Their 
backgroundss and positions ensure them of the co-operation of nota
bless from other circles, as well as of permission from the palace to 
usee official photographs or other images of the king. The most suc
cessfull even manage to arrange the presence of the king in person. 

Thee celebrations of King Bhumibol's fiftieth year on the 
thronee (1996-1997), the celebrations for His Majesty's completion 
off the sixth twelve year cycle in 1999, and the ceremonies for the 
occasionn of His Majesty living as long as King Rama I (the longest-
livingg Thai monarch until May 23, 2000) and His Majesty becom
ingg the longest-living king in Thai history on May 24, 200060 were 

Too give an impression of the narrow connection between the highest echelons 
off society and the prestige derived from links with the court: on the occasion of 
Coronationn Day 2000 (May 5), thirteen women were awarded royal decorations 
andd given the rank of khunying (lady). Six of these women were the wives of re
spectivelyy the Defense Permanent Secretary, the Supreme Commander, the Navy 
chief,, the Air Force chief, the National Police chief, and the First Army chief (see 
TheThe Bangkok Post, May 5, 2000) 
600 On Mayy 23, 2000 King Bhumibol reached the age of 72 years, five months and 
199 days or 26,469 days. King Rama I died May 23, 1809, also exactly 26, 469 
dayss old. For this occasion a government committee, specifically installed for the 
purpose,, organised a ceremony (sama mongkhon, in which the king asked King 
Ramaa I permission to live longer) on May 23, a temple connected to King Rama I 
(Watt Suwandaram in Ayuttaya) would be renovated, and a book comparing the 
twoo kings' lives was to be published. On May 24, the day King Bhumibol broke 
Kingg Rama I's record the 'Royal Long Life Ceremony' was celebrated (see The 
BangkokBangkok Post, May 23, 2000 and The Nation, May 24, 2000). 
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thee latest occasions on which the attention for King Bhumibol, his 
achievements,, and his significance for the country climaxed again. 
Apparently,, there seems to be no end to the celebrations, particu
larlyy when also taking into account other royal jubilees such as the 
commemorationss around the centenary of King Chulalongkora's 
firstt voyage to Europe in 1997 (see Chapter I). The following case 
servess as an illustration of how members of the elite use King Bhu
mibol'ss image to promote their own prestige and objectives. 

FiveFive great prestigious medals61 

Inn anticipation of King Bhumibol's completion of his sixth 
twelve-yearr life cycle in 1999 royal permission was given to 
thee Salang Bunnag Foundation in co-operation with the 'The 
Educationall Assistance Funds for the Children of Police Of
ficerss Who Died on the line of Duty' to mint Five Great 
Auspiciouss commemorative medals (bencha maha 
mongkhori)mongkhori) in five editions.62 Significantly, the king's 72nd 

birthdayy provided not only the occasion to mint the medals 
ass a means 'to enhance the prestige of His Majesty the 
King,'' but also the occasion to set up the Educational Assis
tancee Funds itself. The selling of medals served to raise 
fundss for the Educational Assistance Funds, and the Salang 
Bunnagg Foundation made every effort to make the medals as 
speciall as possible. According the foundation's information 
thee medals have 'undergone an exceptional religious and 
uniquee blessing process.' The medals have been sacralised 
inn nine Mangala Phisek Ceremenonies (a royal pluksek 
ceremony),, organised in nine of the foremost royal temples, 
eachh temple connected with another king of the Chakri dy
nasty.. For each ceremony a chapter of nation-wide respected 
monkss was invited to conduct the ceremony. 

611 The information for this case is derived from the Salang Bunnag Foundation's 
website,, http://www.thaisalang.com (June 2001). 
622 The five medals depict King Chulalongkorn on 'The Abolition of Slavery 
Medal,'' King Bhumibol on the 'King Rama IX The Great Medal' and the 'Royal 
Yachtingg Medal' (the well-known image of King Bhumibol sailing his yacht), 
Queenn Sirikit on a medal dedicated to art promotion, and the Princess Mother on 
thee 'H.R.H. Princess Mother Medal.' 
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Lesss prestigious foundations - the Bunnag family is one of the 
highestt  and most influential Thai families - would not manage to 
havee sacralisation ceremonies organised in these nine royal temples, 
evenn including the Temple of the Emerald Buddha (Wat Phra 
Kaew).633 Neither  would permission have been granted for  minting 
thee first royal anniversary medals in 105 years. This implies that 
lesss prestigious foundations and any other  organisation, company, 
official ,, or  other  individual belonging to the higher  sections of the 
middlee class, but too far  away from the 'inner  circles' around the 
palace,, would have to find other  ways to present and promote them-
selvess in public: it is here that the King Chulalongkorn cult offers 
betterr  possibilities. 

Thee erection of King Chulalongkorn statues in front of the 
Provinciall  Administratio n buildings (see Chapter  III) , the minting 
off  King Chulalongkorn commemorative medals (see the case of the 
Siamm Commerical Bank, Chapter  II) , the organisation of consecra-
tionn ceremonies for  King Chulalongkorn images (see Stengs 1998), 
orr  sponsoring the establishment of a local King Chulalongkorn 
placee of worship (such as Wat Doi Chang or  the tamnak of Mae 
Wan),, irrespective of the variety of the individual motives and sen-
timentss all may be regarded as public performances enhancing the 
esteemm of the organisations and individuals involved. Middl e class 
peoplee participatin g in the King Chulalongkorn cult therefore can 
bee understood as mimicking the elite's relations with the court. And 
because,, as explained above, the two kings trul y are each others 
equals,, participatin g in the King Chulalongkorn cult does bring so-
cietall  prestige and opportunities. This parallel opportunity the King 
Chulalongkornn cult offers to the ever  expanding middle class does 
nott  imply that the highest circles do not participate. On the contrary, 
thee royal family paying tribut e to King Chulalongkorn in the public 
ceremonyy on Chulalongkorn Day (see Chapter  III ) is proof of the 
'highest''  involvement possible. The 'secret'  key to the massive suc-
cesss of the King Chulalongkorn cult is that participation and self-
presentationn are open to anybody on any level, and that there is 
muchh more freedom to enter  the cult on one's own terms. The latter 

Thee other temples involved were Wat Pho (connected to King Rama I), Wat 
Arunn (King Rama II), Wat Rachaorasaram (King Rama III), Wat Rachapradit 
(Kingg Rama IV) Wat Benchamabophit (King Rama V), Wat Bowoniwet (King 
Ramaa VI), Wat Rachabophit (King Rama VII), Wat Suthat (King Rama VIII) (see 
http://www.thaisalang.com/e5mang.htm). . 
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observationn parallels my argument about the gender aspect in the 
cultt (see Chapter III): participating in the cult offers an attainable 
alternativee to those for whom the palace always will remain closed. 

TheThe burden of fallibility 
Thee difference between King Bhumibol as a living ideal modern 
Buddhistt King and King Chulalongkorn as a saint in heaven is most 
clearlyy articulated around the topic of hope and fear. King Chu
lalongkorn,, the Great Beloved King, appears as potentially any
body'ss mental patron (thiphung thang chai) and benefactor, and as 
thee phra sayam thewatirat at the same time. As a personal patron 
Kingg Chulalongkorn supports individuals in their day-to-day wor
ries:: increasing sales, taking exams, finding a lover. As the nation's 
guardiann angel, King Chulalongkorn will always protect the king
domm (pokkhrong banmuang) with his bun barami and wil l help 
makee it prosper. King Bhumibol, on the other hand, does not appear 
ass a personal patron. However, since he is a proven meritorious 
king,, also his bun barami is expected to protect the kingdom and to 
makee it prosper. In this respect there is no difference with King 
Chulalongkorn.. Both the myth of the Great Beloved King and the 
hagiographyy of King Bhumibol are constructed around the central-
ityy of kingship in maintaining the kingdom. As modern Buddhist 
kings,, both are perceived as capable of controlling the negative as
pectss of global processes and modernity, while allowing to take full 
advantagee of the positive. One crucial difference, however, remains: 
thee uncertainty whether fate will allow King Bhumibol to continue 
fosteringg Thailand's independence and prosperity. Where the myth 
off the Great Beloved King is complete, and King Chulalongkorn 
fromm heaven never can fail to do anything but good, the final para
graphss of King Bhumibol's hagiography still remain to be written. 
Itt is here, as well as in the uncertainty of the eventual succession, 
thatt the image of King Bhumibol as a living monarch never will be 
ablee to cast off that ominous shadow which follows it: the fallibility 
off kingship. 

Thee 'twilight zone' of rumours about the royal family for 
onee part appeared as a construct to exculpate King Bhumibol from 
anyy wrong political involvement, while leaving open the possibility 
off speculations about a king making wrong choices in future. 
Againstt the background of the concept of Buddhist kingship, the 
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fearr  of an incapable successor, however, goes much further  than 
worriess about possible direct consequences of his behaviour. The 
mainn concern is that such a successor  wil l prove unable to sustain 
thee Thai political cosmos. From Thailand it is not difficul t to see the 
immediatee effects of the lack of a meritorious king: in terms of 
prosperityy and stability there is an enormous gap between Thailand 
andd the neighbouring Theravada Buddhist countries, Burma, Laos, 
andd Cambodia. The misery of these war-torn and poverty-stricken 
countriess is what may await the Thai when they wil l not have King 
Bhumiboll  any longer. 

Thee observed concern with the king's failing health plus ris-
ingg age in this perspective carries a ominous charge: like the gossip 
aroundd the royal family, it expresses the fear  of a failur e of king-
ship.. In this deep and general concern the veneration for  King 
Bhumiboll  reflects the Thai anxieties with modernity and globalisa-
tion,, while the veneration for  King Chulalongkorn rather  reflects the 
hopee for  the progress and prosperity that these may bring. 
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Epilogue Epilogue 
TheThe Uncertainty of Modernity 

Attemptingg to understand the rapid development of the King Chu-
lalongkornn cult and its entrenchment in urban, middle-class Thai-
landd I found it helpful to focus on the cult's social imaginary and 
thee forces impinging on it. This imaginary around King Chulalong-
kornn proved to be part of a wider  imaginary around kingship, which 
II  have captioned 'modern Buddhist kingship.'  No political, eco-
nomic,, historical or  religious framework can full y account for  the 
contentt  and workings of the social imaginary, a reservoir  of cultural 
representations,, state ideology, hidden- and counter-discourses, re-
currentt  and shared speculations about the body politi c and standard-
isedd fantasies about evil forces and divine interference. But neither 
wil ll  a sensitive comprehension of the social imaginary be possible 
withoutt  taking these frameworks seriously. This study has at-
temptedd to fathom the social imaginary around Thai kingship by 
placingg its rise and vicissitudes in the context of political, economic 
andd religious developments that have significantly influenced late-
nineteenthh and twentieth century Thailand. The social imaginary 
aroundd the Thai monarchy we meet today has proven to be a mod-
ernn phenomenon that, although drawing on traditional idiom, is spe-
cificallyy related to the final ten to fifteen years of the twentieth 
century.. Thus inevitably the prism of the King Chulalongkorn cult 
providedd a highly colourful spectrum of Thai society in this specific 
period. . 

Apartt  from 'modern Buddhist kingship,'  'uncertainty' was 
anotherr  recurrent theme throughout this study. Feelings of uncer-
tainty,, experienced on a national as well as a personal level, about 
economic,, political, and religious developments, imply more than a 
merelyy fearful attitude towards change. Uncertainty is based on 
elementss of desire, expecatations which' fulfilment is unsure, as 
welll  as on feelings of anxiety. The imaginary around modern Bud-
dhistt  kingship reflects this duality: the more protection and ever-
increasingg prosperity are experienced as depending on the perform-
ancee and person of the rulin g king, the greater  the potential for  fear 
off  decline and collapse. This study might be read as an investigation 
intoo the ways the Thai social imaginary has sought to remedy the 
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increasingg societal uncertainty of the 1980s and 1990s, and to coun
terbalancee the alienating, anonymising effects of globalising urban 
culture,, by reworking the idea of Buddhist kingship. 

Thee economic boom of the 1980s, an outcome of local as 
welll as global processes, explains much of the uncertainty that has 
arisen,, and to which the 1997 crisis only added. The enormous eco
nomicc growth of the 1980s led to a rapid increase of income ine
qualitiess and tended to marginalise large sections of society. The 
gapp between the urban and the rural, the educated and the unedu
cated,, and the well-to-do and the less-well-off, became ever wider. 
Thee increasing social differences put pressure on people at both 
endss of the line. The strong messages of success mediated by sym
bolss of wealth (cars, sky-scrapers, luxury houses) evoked the less-
successfuls'' hope and desire, while simultaneously reminding them 
off their failure. Those in the middle, just having escaped from their 
modestt backgrounds, had to face a possible lapse into their former 
situationn while being challenged to reach further at the same time. 
Thee 1997 economic crisis demonstrated that even the wealthy are 
vulnerable:: many became 'formerly rich' overnight. 

II began my study with the myth of the Great Beloved King 
whichh permeates the cult. The myth appeared to be built upon the 
historicall person of King Chulalongkorn; the history of the Fifth 
Reign,, with as its high points the Chakri Reformation and the main
tenancee of Siam's independence in an era of colonisation; the idea 
off the Buddhist king as upholder of the political cosmos; and a na
tionalistt ideology constructed around kingship. In the mid-eighties 
thiss material was the seed out of which the King Chulalongkorn cult 
couldd grow. The figure of King Chulalongkorn became the object of 
aa cult when the social imaginary began to articulate prevalent feel
ingss of uncertainty in terms of the myth, while integrating the king's 
imagee with elements derived from official Buddhism, cults around 
holyy monks, and the idea that all sacred things are potent objects. 

Thee myth of the Great Beloved King appeals to the major 
concernss that underlie the feelings of uncertainty. The king's inter
estt in the lives of all of his subjects and their well-being, expressed 
inn particular in 'the abolition of slavery' and 'the king used to visit 
thee countryside,' addresses uncertainties and frustrations on the 
levell of individual daily life. Concrete experiences of misfortune 
andd adversity, as well as good luck and prosperity can be phrased in 
thee idiom of the myth: 'thanks to the king I . . . got my job; survived 

312 2 



ann accident; passed my exam; have a flourishing business; am free 
too choose my profession.'  The latter  example shows how 'the aboli-
tionn of slavery' articulates the issue of individual independence, one 
off  the core elements of modernity. On the level of the nation the 
samee vital theme is addressed in 'the king saved Thailand from be-
comingg a colony.'  The general tendency is to voice uneasiness with 
thee local effects of the globalising economy by identifying those 
effectss as harmful to Thai independence. On the other  hand, the 
mythh allows for  a reconciliation of Thainess with the effects of 
globalisationn as well. The myths presents the Chakri Reformation as 
ann initiativ e of King Chulalongkorn to modernise the country selec-
tivelyy by a masterplan covering both the nation's welfare and inde-
pendencee and the maintenance of its cultural and moral singularity. 
Equatingg modernity with modernisation, the myth makes modernity 
ann essential part of Thainess. But, precisely because Thai modernity 
shouldd be selective, everything related to modernity can always be 
judgedd on its contribution to the maintenance of Thainess. 

Thee King Chulalongkorn myth allows for  contradictory in-
terpretations.. As the founder  of the modern Thai state, the Great Be-
lovedd King may be invoked to legitimise the state's authority, but 
equallyy to articulate criticism of its malfunctions. The myth may be 
usedd to legitimise the unbalanced division of wealth by declaring 
prosperityy a just reward for  moral conduct, but just as easily to con-
testt  the unbalance by referrin g to the king's wish for  welfare for  all 
hiss subjects. In this tug-of-war  about the true interpretation of King 
Chulalongkorn'ss image, the cult appears as an arena where interest 
groups,, individuals, and business and government organisations ad-
vancee their  views. This potential of harbouring contrasting interpre-
tationss is another  factor  that helps explaining the cult's vigour. 

Mythh is only one dimension for  understanding how the ven-
erationn for  King Chulalongkorn could develop into a thrivin g cult at 
greatt  pace. Since every Thai has been brought up with the image of 
Kingg Chulalongkorn, reworkings of the myth could easily spread. 
Equally,, where the worshipping of saints and the use of potent ob-
jectss were common means to invoke fortune and to ward off all 
sortss of dangers in everyday life, invoking the powers of the Great 
Belovedd King well fitted established religious practices. As it were, 
thee king was called forward from a pantheon already there once his 
specificc qualities were needed. Media attention and commercial ini-
tiativ ee further  enforced the cult's momentum, increasing its public 
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presencee and making cult objects widely available for worship and 
display.. Due to publicity and commodification, the King Chu-
lalongkornn cult has become a regular and natural part of the Thai 
publicc sphere. 

Amidstt the cult's various appearances in the public sphere, 
thee king's portraits stand out, because of their omnipresence and 
becausee of their particular role in sustaining the cult. As a cult ob
ject,, any King Chulalongkorn portrait has the potential to establish 
ann immediate link between the beholder and the world of Thainess 
thee myth of the Great Beloved King tells of. A special quality of 
portraitss is that each reproduction equals the original in its potential 
too establish such a link. This explains the mass production of por
traitss in a personality cult. The enormous number of King Chu
lalongkornn portraits on display in public or semi-public places 
(shops,, offices, temples) reflect the general importance of associat
ingg oneself with Thainess. Simultaneously, these portraits counter
balancee the anonymity of urban space by filling it with Thainess. 

Wee have seen that, although King Chulalongkorn's face can 
bee found virtually everywhere, the cult remains mainly a middle-
classs phenomenon, with a special role for relatively successful mid
dle-classs women in particular. The cult offers these women oppor
tunitiess to take a leading role in public religious affairs, a domain 
hithertoo dominated by men. The more active women in the net
workss around King Chulalongkorn cult centres demonstrate their 
involvementt by wearing - sometimes ostentatious - King Chu
lalongkornn medallions. The message of the King Chulalongkorn 
locket,, however, is more than that of active participation alone: its 
usee by this specific group of women makes the locket a sign of so
cietall success, wealth, and modernity as well. Here, participation 
clearlyy appears to have a performative dimension: the cult allows to 
manifestt and distinguish oneself. This aspect of performance also 
explainss the cult's appeal to the lower strata of urban society, for 
whomm wealth only is an enticing prospect. Participation allows any
bodyy to present himself as being part of the world of modernity and 
success.. In this respect, I regard the King Chulalongkorn cult as part 
off a Thai urban lifestyle, a lifestyle which overall is characterised 
byy a display of wealth and religiosity. 

Thee King Chulalongkorn cult not only offers a platform to 
stagee oneself as a part of the world of Thainess, but also to perform 
ass being a better part of this world than others. From this point of 
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view,, displaying King Chulalongkorn lockets, donating King Chu-
lalongkornn portraits, erecting King Chulalongkorn statues, and 
sponsoringg King Chulalongkorn cult events, are part of a competi
tionn in morality. This competitive morality is one of the compelling 
forcess that keep the social imaginary on its track. 

AA solid emphasis on the performative aspects of participa
tionn would entail the danger of overlooking the significance partici
pationn has for the individual worshipper. For example, on the level 
off daily life King Chulalongkorn has the role of a personal patron 
whoo is always accessible for everybody who needs him. Individual 
accountss of personal encounters with or interventions by the king, 
inn their turn, may become part of the body of stories testifying of 
Kingg Chulalongkorn's accessibility. Stories articulating personal 
experiencess in terms of the King Chulalongkorn myth cannot be but 
confirmative.. This is another mechanism that forces the social 
imaginaryy to continue a taken course. Consequently, accessibility 
tendss to become the essence of King Chulalongkorn's image, which 
makess the king ever so important in the personal lives of his wor
shippers. . 

Accessibilityy is but one element of Buddhist kingship which 
continuouslyy gains in significance in the social imaginary. The way 
thee episode of '1976' was liften from King Bhumibol's biography 
withoutt leaving a hole in the history of the monarchy is illustrative 
off the import of the idea that a Buddhist king is the upholder of the 
politicall cosmos. By laying the blame of engagement with right-
wingg military and violence with the queen and crown prince the im
agee of King Bhumibol was purified, and a flawless King Bhumibol 
couldd remain the living embodiment of modern Buddhist kingship. 

Thee intensifying imaginations around Thai kingship are 
forcedd up even further by the shadows that grow alongside with 
them.. For a part, this 'dark side' of the King Chulalongkorn cult re
flectss the eerie side of any dealing with the supernatural, an eerie-
nesss that we have seen for instance, in the figure of the 
Intermediary,, and stories about what may happen when ritual is not 
conductedd properly. On an other level of interpretation, this dark 
sidee reflects people's concrete fears for personal disaster or falling 
back.. A different shadow that follows 'modern Buddhist kingship' 
appearedd from the hidden discourse around the fear for a possible 
failuree of kingship, by failure of the ruling king or an unfortunate 
succession.. Perhaps this is the most crucial element for understand-
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ingg the emergence of the King Chulalongkorn cult. The exalted ex-
pectationss have made modern Buddhist kingship a task which sur-
passess the capacities of any mortal king. 
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SamenvattingSamenvatting (Summary in Dutch) 

Dezee studie tracht een antwoord te geven op de vraag waarom zich 
rondd Koning Chulalongkorn de Grote - koning van Siam tussen 
18688 en 1910 - tachtig jaar na zijn dood een omvangrijke cultus 
heeftt ontwikkeld. De koning is met name voorwerp van verering 
onderr leden van de Thaise stedelijke middenklasse. Het onderzoeks
materiaall waarop deze studie is gebaseerd, is verzameld door 
middell van veldwerk in de steden Bangkok en Chiang Mai tussen 
septemberr 1996 en december 1997. Om de hoofdvraag van de stu
diee te kunnen beantwoorden plaats ik het ontstaan van de cultus in 
dee context van de economische en maatschappelijke ontwikkelingen 
diee vanaf de tweede helft van de jaren tachtig van de vorige eeuw de 
Thaisee samenleving sterk hebben veranderd. De opkomst van de 
Chulalongkorncultuss valt samen met een sensationele economische 
groei,, een toename van maatschappelijke ongelijkheid en steeds 
hogeree verwachtingen van de mogelijkheden van een * nieuwe eco
nomie'.. Het ontstaan van deze cultus moet gezien worden tegen de 
achtergrondd van de behoefte aan een nieuw houvast in een tijd dat 
sociaal-economischee zekerheden in toenemende mate aan het 
wankelenn raakten. De eerste tekenen van een cultus stammen uit het 
Bangkokk van eind jaren tachtig en in 1992 werd Koning 
Chulalongkornn door het hele land vereerd. 

Waaromm juist de figuur van Koning Chulalongkorn en niet 
éénn van de vele andere koningen uit de Thaise geschiedenis voor
werpp van een cultus werd, is alleen te begrijpen door in te gaan op 
dee tijd waarin Chulalongkorn leefde en op de politieke en econo
mischee kwesties waar Siam zich toen voor gesteld zag. De regeer
periodee van Koning Chulalongkorn werd gedomineerd door de be
dreigingg van Siams onafhankelijkheid door de koloniale machten 
Groott Brittanië en Frankrijk. Onder meer om kolonisatie te vermij
denn werden onder Koning Chulalongkorn tal van bestuurlijke en 
technischee moderniseringen doorgevoerd. Dat Siam zijn onafhan
kelijkheidd bewaarde en zich op eigen kracht - en niet zoals elders in 
Zuidoost-Aziëë onder het bewind van westerse mogendheden - mo
derniseerde,, is voor de Thai van grote betekenis. De twee thema's 
onafhankelijkheidd en moderniteit zijn een belangrijk onderdeel van 
dee voorstellingen rond Koning Chulalongkorn. Omdat Koning Chu
lalongkornn als succesvol 'moderniseerder' moderniteit heeft weten 
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tee verzoenen met de Thaise eigenheid, doen zijn vereerders van nu 
eenn nieuw beroep op zijn krachten. Tegenwoordig zet * moderniteit' 
dee Thaise eigenheid opnieuw onder druk, maar tegelijkertijd biedt 
hett ook een perspectief van welvaart. De cultus biedt een platform 
aann voorstellingen en onzekerheden rond 'moderniteit'. Onafhanke
lijkheidd is daar een onlosmakelijk onderdeel van. 

Dee cultus rond Koning Chulalongkorn staat niet op zichzelf, 
maarr maakt deel uit van het veel bredere spectrum van Thaise reli
giositeit.. Daarom volgt op een beschrijving en analyse van de in
houdd en de vorm van de Chulalongkorncultus in het eerste deel 
(hoofdstukkenn I, II en III) een tweede deel dat de cultus in de 
brederee religieuze en politieke context plaatst (de hoofdstukken IV 
enV). . 

Inn hoofdstuk I wordt het gemythologiseerde beeld van de 
koningg gepresenteerd en geïnterpreteerd. Hoewel historische ge
beurtenissenn binnen de cultus een belangrijke rol spelen, wordt de 
cultuss in de eerste plaats gedragen door een sterke verbeelding om
trentt het verleden. Deze verbeelding komt onder meer tot uiting in 
dede verhalen over Koning Chulalongkorn. Hij komt hier naar voren 
alss een hard werkende en verlichte vorst met compassie voor zijn 
volk.. Hij wist modernisering te combineren met het behoud van de 
Thaisee eigenheid en bleek een eersteklas strateeg die het imperia
listischee Westen zodanig wist te manipuleren dat hij Siam voor 
kolonisatiee kon behoeden. In de verhalen verschijnt Koning Chula
longkornn dan ook als de belichaming van het ideaal van Boeddhis
tischh koningschap, als een koning die dankzij zijn deugden en more
lee verdiensten welvaart en voorspoed aan zijn onderdanen heeft 
gebrachtt en zijn koninkrijk door een moeilijke tijd heeft geloodst. 
Koningg Chulalongkorn wordt daarom herinnerd als de Grote Gelief
dee Koning. 

Aann de basis van veel van de hedendaagse verhalen over 
Koningg Chulalongkorn staan de geschriften van Prins Damrong Ra-
janubhabb (1862-1943), een halfbroer van de koning, die ook be
kendd staat als 'vader van de Thaise geschiedbeoefening'. Prins 
Damrongg kan beschouwd worden als een van de belangrijkste 
grondleggerss van de hedendaagse ideologie rondom het koning
schap.. De officiële Thaise geschiedschrijving en het officiële beeld 
vann Koning Chulalongkorn zoals die terug te vinden zijn in de 
schoolboekjes,, zijn in essentie nog steeds gebaseerd op de geschied
schrijvingg van Prins Damrong. Ook al kent iedereen Koning Chula-
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longkorn,, dit verklaart nog niet waarom juist hij  plotseling zo popu-
lairr  is geworden dat de verhalen over  zijn leven steeds weer  in alle 
mediaa worden verteld en aan het bestaande corpus van verhalen 
voortdurendd nieuwe worden toegevoegd. De massale productie aan 
populairee Chulalongkornlectuur  laat zien dat hier  niet louter  sprake 
iss van door  de staat gestuurde propaganda rond de monarchie. Inte-
gendeel,, de greep van de staat op de media is zo verzwakt, dat ze 
eenn groot deel van haar  controle over  het beeld van Koning Chula-
longkornn en de verhalen die er  over  hem worden verteld heeft verlo-
ren.. Om te begrijpen waarom van deze verhalen zoveel aantrek-
kingskrachtt  uitgaat dat een cultus heeft kunnen ontstaan, analyseer 
ikk  aan de hand van de begrippen * narrativ e truth ' en 'historical 
truth ''  hoe de overtuigingskracht van bestaande verhalen kan groeien 
enn hoe nieuwe ervaringen en verhalen er  kunnen worden ingepast. 

Hett  tweede hoofdstuk analyseert de rol van portretten van de 
koningg in de cultus. De Chulalongkorncultus wordt gekenmerkt 
doorr  een overweldigende productie van Chulalongkornportretten en 
vann voorwerpen waarop een portret van de koning staat afgebeeld. 
Watt  deze voor  hun bezitters betekenen en waarom de massapro-
ductiee geen afbreuk doet aan de sacrale betekenis van het beeld, 
wordtt  uitgelegd aan de hand van de Thaise opvattingen over  de 
bovennatuurlijk ee krachten van afbeeldingen van heiligen. Boven-
dienn kunnen individuele vereerders van de koning een massaproduct 
eenn persoonlijke betekenis geven, waardoor  het toch een uniek 
objectt  wordt. 

Inn dit hoofdstuk wordt ook ingegaan op de bijzondere relatie 
tussenn portretten en mythe. Aan de hand van het van Benjamin af-
komstigee begrip aura wordt aangetoond hoe portretten en mythe 
intrinsiekk met elkaar  verbonden zijn. De portretten hebben de poten-
tiee om degenen die Koning Chulalongkorn via de verhalen in al zijn 
kwaliteitenn kennen, te verbinden met de wereld waar  de koning het 
krachtigstee symbool van is: de wereld van Thaise eigenheid en mo-
derniteit.. Aan de hand van een aantal specifieke portretten worden 
tott  slot de verhouding tussen mythe en beeld en de betekenis die de-
zee portretten hebben voor  hun bezitters in detail bekeken. 

Inn het derde hoofdstuk staat ritueel centraal, in het bijzonder 
dee relatie tussen het staatsritueel op Chulalongkoradag bij  het rui -
terstandbeeldd in Bangkok en de populaire interpretaties ervan. Het 
hoofdstukk laat zien hoe groepen en personen zich het staatsritueel 
toeëigenenn en het van nieuwe interpretaties voorzien. Uit het con-
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trastt tussen de officiële ceremonie, die vrijwel zonder publiek 
plaatsvindt,, en de overweldigende drukte tijdens de populaire bij
eenkomstenn op Chulalongkorndag blijkt dat de koning vooral van 
betekeniss is in het dagelijks leven van zijn vereerders. De beschrij
vingenn en analyses van de vieringen van Chulalongkorndag bij een 
aann de koning gewijde tempel en bij een medium laten zien hoe in
dividuenn en groepen zich via de Chulalongkorncultus mani-festeren. 
Doorr te letten op emancipatie, gender en competitie zien we rond de 
Chulalongkorncultuss nieuwe religieuze netwerken ont-staan, waarin 
bijvoorbeeldd vrouwen een publieke leidende rol op zich kunnen 
nemenn die tot dusver aan mannen was voorbehouden. 

Hoofdstukk IV plaatst de cultus in een bredere religieuze 
contextt en is opgebouwd rond de geschiedenis van een organisatie 
diee via haar wekelijkse bijeenkomsten bij het ruiterstandbeeld de 
vormm van de cultus mede bepaalt. De opvattingen en religieuze acti
viteitenn van deze beweging bieden ook inzicht in de dynamiek van 
dee Thaise religiositeit in de afgelopen veertig jaar en in de samen
hangg ervan met maatschappelijke en politieke ontwikkelingen. 
Daarnaastt blijkt in dit hoofdstuk hoe de betrokkenheid van bepaalde 
intellectuelenn bij de beweging bijdraagt aan een verzoening van 
Thaisee voorstellingen van het bovennatuurlijke met een 'modern' en 
wetenschappelijkk wereldbeeld. Deelname aan een cultus wordt zo 
acceptabell of zelfs aantrekkelijk voor grote groepen uit de midden
klassee die eraan hechten zich als modern te presenteren. 

Hoofdstukk V gaat tenslotte in op de ontwikkeling van de 
beeldvormingg rond de immens populaire Koning Bhumibol Aduly-
adej,, die tijdens de veldwerkperiode zijn vijftigjarig ambts-jubileum 
vierde.. Toen Koning Bhumibol de troon besteeg was het Thaise ko
ningschapp een vrijwel inhoudsloos instituut. Door een combinatie 
vann politieke omstandigheden en persoonlijk charisma heeft deze 
koningg het koningschap opnieuw zoveel inhoud gegeven dat hij op 
ditt moment haast als een heilige wordt vereerd. Uit een vergelijking 
tussenn de verering van Koning Bhumibol en de Chula
longkorncultuss blijkt dat in de verbeelding rond beide koningen een 
nieuwee opvatting van Boeddhistisch koningschap is ontstaan, die ik 
'modernn Boeddhistisch koningschap' heb genoemd. Een essentieel 
kenmerkk van dit beeld is het vermogen van de moderne Boed
dhistischee koning zijn koninkrijk met behoud van eigenheid en on
afhankelijkheidd op het pad van moderniteit te leiden en zijn on
derdanenn van een toenemende welvaart te verzekeren. Hoe hoog-
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gespannenn de verwachtingen zijn blijkt uit vooral het bestaan van 
eenn Verborgen spreken' over de rampspoed die Thailand te wachten 
staatt als het instituut van het koningschap zou falen, een spreken dat 
nooitt in de media te lezen of te horen is, maar circuleert in de vorm 
vann profetieën, roddel en gerucht. Het ontstaan van de Chulalong-
koracultuss kan voor een belangrijk deel tegen de achtergrond van 
dezee hooggespannen verwachtingen worden gezien: er hangt zo 
veell van het koningschap af dat een juiste vervulling ervan de capa
citeitenn van een sterfelijk vorst te boven gaat. 
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FigureFigure 1 

Sitess which remember of a visit by King Chulalongkorn nowadays have 
becomee tourist attractions (photograph courtesy of Sjon Hauser) 





FigureFigure 2 

Thee scene 'The Abolition of Slavery' in the Thai Human Imagery 
Museum m 





FigureFigure 3 

'Thee Abolition of Slavery' on an educational poster 





FigureFigure 4 

'Thee Picture' 

Kingg Chulalongkorn and Tsar Nicholas, a photograph taken 
duringg the king's first visit to Europe (1897) 





FigureFigure 5 

Kingg Chulalongkorn's portrait with the parliament building 
(New-Year'ss greeting card) 





FigureFigure 6 

AA composition of the equestrian statue and the parliament building 
(miniposter) ) 
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FigureFigure 7 

AA selection of King Chulalongkorn gift items and mementos 





FigureFigure 8 

Clockk with a portrait of King Chulalongkorn in uniform 

Jigsaww puzzle depicting a photograph of the king taken in Italy (1897) 





FigureFigure 9 

Coverr of a stampalbum depicting one of the stamps issued on the occasion 
off the unveilment of the equestrian statue (1908). 





FigureFigure 10 

'Thee Second Coronation Portrait' 

Photographh of King Chulalongkorn in royal attire 
duringg his second coronation (1873) 

New-Year'ss greeting card 
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FigureFigure 11 

'Thee l x Petit Journal Portrait' 

Frontt page of the Le Peut Journal weekly supplement, 
Sept.. 19th 1897 

New-Year'ss greeting card 





FigureFigure 12 

'Thee King Cooking a Meal' 

Coverr of a cookbook with receipes of the king's favourite dishes 





FigureFigure 13 

Thee gilded statue made after the 'Second Coronation Portrait' 
Watt Doi Chang temple, 

duringg the 1998 Chulalongkorn Celebrations 
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FigureFigure 14 

Portraitt of King Chulalongkorn, after a photograph of the king taken in 
Italyy (1897). In front a vase of bencharong - a porcelain strongly 

associatedd with Royal arts and King Chulalongkorn - and a flower 
garland,, a traditional offering, are added. 

(New-Year'ss greeting card) 
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FigureFigure 15 

'Whereverr the king is, his heart is at home.' 
(New-Year'ss greeting card) 





FigureFigure 16 

Kingg Chulalongkorn in navy uniform together with his son Prince 
Khett Udomsak Chompol, the 'Father of the Thai Navy' 

(New-Year'ss greeting card) 
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FigureFigure 17 

Thee wreath presented by the Boon Rawd Brewery 





FigureFigure 18 

Thee wreath presented by the Sai Jai Thai Foundation 
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FigureFigure 19 

Thee wreath presented by the Ratchasetthi Art School 





FigureFigure 20 

Thee wreath presented by the Worarat School 
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FigureFigure 21 

TheThe wreath presented by ' 9944231-3' 





FigureFigure 22 

'Somdett To teaching the young Prince Chulalongkorn' 

Inn Twentieth Century Impressions ofSiam (1908) the picture is 
captionedd 'Buddhist Priest and Disciple' 

(miniposter) ) 





FigureFigure 23 

Thee medium Mae Wan, possessed by the spirit of King 
Chulalongkorn,, at the phone with a distant client 





i .. M l Jsornsl Ifa i 

« ll M)M> !ni.Ei.-£l*»»« 

. . .^•\ .T. ' -M:V-;- . . 

-;3 3 

:./' / / 

; ; 

" v ï . 5 - . . ^ - , , 

MUninr r 

f A S t » t t 
i ' lvi.. iaUfes'^ 

; ; 

* *  K * * * 

' - ' t -C^^ f l> * ' j j 

w?«we«y.*?!< < 

fccnma^v fccnma^v 

. . 

- Ï ,, U l « & « & t M t n U 
* M . - ! > Ï « ,, K h t t C » ^ 

Kiy&Vfft^f .. W I S J U E T U * 

fcaMtt»*thWilh<fcaMtt»*thWilh<  mo * 

Itftlgfc c 

oM&d && *i*^*fl«nn»y" f^ 

: i#i i f#i>»>ia«i**dttei j j 

C r a n i a ' ss  i w i m W i . <*»4& J 6 » f t w * M i A t i i ^ w 1 * w A » " 

«sS»»*i::„:,, . v , . : : . ,,*>; ,s,;,ïtI t , M m !ï,.i-.:i,«i*««>jy t x A w w 

FigureFigure 24 

Highlightss of the King Chulalongkorn collection of a business 
managementt lecturer at Chulalongkorn University 

(Articlee in the women's magazine Dichan of October 1994) 





FigureFigure 25 

Kingg Bhumibol Adulyadej 
withh camera, walkie talkie, and pencil 

againstt a lush background of green 
(New-Year'ss greeting card) 





FigureFigure 26 

Onee of the most extensively reproduced portraits of King Bhumibol, 
showingg the map, the pencil, the camera strap, and the bead of sweat. 

top:: miniposter; 
below:: murals on Dusit Zoo wall, the Chiang Mai Flower Parade, 
andd billboard in Chiang Mai during the golden jubilee celebrations 

(alll in 1997) 





FigureFigure 27 

'Hiss Majesty the King is greeted by a hundred year old woman 
duringg his visit to the Northeast' 

(Large-sizee greeting card) 
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FigureFigure 28 

Thee king's talents on a series of stamps issued 
onn the occasion of his 70th birthday 

(Advertisementt in Sarakhadi, December 1997) 
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FigureFigure 29 

Greetingg card with electronic musical device 





FigureFigure 30 

Kingg Bhumibol and Princess Sirindhorn 
(New-Year'ss greeting card) 





FigureFigure 31 

Kingg Bhumibol ending the Black May crisis (1992) 





FigureFigure 32 

Twoo great kings 
(New-Year'ss greeting card) 





FigureFigure 33 

Thee farmer king harvesting what his grandfather has sown 
(New-Year'ss greeting card) 
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