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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. 
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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). 
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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 
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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 
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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. 
90 0 



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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