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As we conclude the celebration of the Siam Society’s 120th anniversary, the Journal 
of the Siam Society (JSS) is proud to present a diverse collection of articles, studies, 

particular focus on the fascinating and complex world of amulet culture in Thailand, 
alongside a series of contributions spanning a new edition and translation, archival 
discoveries, and event highlights.
 Our special section on amulet culture draws from a conference held in June 2023 

academic circles. The issue begins with our guest editor Paul McBain’s insightful 
overview, which lays the groundwork for understanding the historical and cultural 
contexts of Thai amulets. From there, Chris Baker & Pasuk Phongpaichit delve into 
premodern concepts and devices, drawing connections between early Siamese 
practices and the rise of sacred objects. The discussion extends to modern-day 
transformations, with Saran Suebsantiwongse’s exploration of the Phra Khun Phaen 
amulets’ shift from sacred artifacts to profane symbols in contemporary Thailand.

 
Yi Koh Hong and Sian Pae Rongsi highlights the deep interconnections between 
Chinese and Thai cultural traditions, while Guanxiong Qi’s study of Achan Meng and 

 
targeted at a Chinese audience. Chari Hamratanaphon introduces an important 
transnational dimension with her study on Nang Kwak’s presence in Vietnam, a 
subject expanded further in Al Lim’s examination of the gendered allure of Nang 
Kwak, from traditional statuettes to NFTs in the digital age. Finally, the materiality 
of Thai amulets is explored through John Johnston & Chaiyaporn Phayakhrut’s 
innovative research on recycling and the notion of rebirth, showing how old 

These contributions not only reveal the multifaceted nature of amulets, but also 
open new avenues for understanding their roles in both spiritual and commercial 
realms.
 In addition to these topical studies, I am pleased to introduce a fresh edition and 
translation of a lesser-known Pali text composed locally, “The Advantage in a 

and Jacqueline Filliozat. This work provides valuable insight into the early Buddhist 
ascetic practice of collecting and wearing a , i.e., a dustheap-rag robe, and 
the associated funerary culture, resonating with the issue’s themes of transformation 
and impermanence.
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 We also present Maëlle Pennéguès’ new archival discovery featuring two 
unpublished letters by Jean Basset, the French missionary who traveled to Siam in 
the late 17th century. This serves as a follow-up to the travelogue published in 
our previous edition. The issue concludes with a short report on two recent 

Bangkok and the second, held in Paris, marking the intersection of HRH Prince 
Damrong Rajanubhab and Prof. George Cœdès, whose contributions to Thai and 
Southeast Asian history remain immeasurable.

 
 

religious tourism in northern Thailand to political economy and agrarian 
transformations. As always, I extend my deepest gratitude to the contributors, 
reviewers, and the editorial and production teams who have made this issue 
possible. I hope JSS will continue to serve, for many years to come, as a platform 

Asian studies.

Nicolas Revire
Managing editor

journal@thesiamsociety.org 

A technical error occurred in the last edition of JSS (June 2024). In Naomie Wang’s article, “A Malay Queen’s 
Siamese Silver Bowl at the V&A Museum”, the examples of Jawi script were printed backwards. The software 

appeared as iwaj instead of jawi). We sincerely apologize to the author and our readers for this oversight and 
any confusion it may have caused.
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SOJOURN: Journal of Social 
Issues in Southeast Asia 
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Sectarianism, and Millennial Buddhism. 
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Magic: An Analysis of Religious Ceremonies 
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The popular, modern form of amulet 
is a small buddha image, either cast in 
metal or made from pressed clay and 
other ingredients. Early examples 
were made in the 19th century and 
are now highly valuable (McDaniel 
2011). Around 60 to 70 years ago, 

 
object were worn or carried for 
protection and well-being, with the 
amulet among them, but not yet with 
the dominance it has since achieved. 
The popularity of the amulet surged 
after the Second World War, especially 
from around 1970 in parallel with 
the emergence of an urban society 
and the adoption of western styles of 

1 Corresponding author. The Siam Society, 
.

2 Emerita

1 2

— -
cantly over the past century, with a notable surge in the last two decades. 

and foreign accounts. To combat natural dangers, sciences were developed 

substances, and constructed devices. Among these, yantras were especially 
 

among elites, and later in the late 20th century as mass-produced items 
yet they remain deeply connected to their historical roots.

dress (Chalong 2005; 2013). The amulet 
as a pervasive object is thus a relatively 
new phenomenon, but its popularity 
is predicated on beliefs and practices 
which have a much longer history. In 

prior to around 1800 
summarize the emergence of the physi-
cal form and associated practices of the 
modern amulet.
 Amulets are carried for protection 

-
tures. Their usage is based on popular 

trace because historical sources tend to 

elite culture. But Thailand is an excep-
tion here. Protection is a major theme in 
the Tale of Khun Chang Khun Phaen 
( ), a long story which origi-
nated in an oral culture of mass enter-
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such origins, was molded by its audience 
the time and its 

2013). While Lilit Phra Lo ( ) is a 
court poem about royals, it draws on 
popular beliefs about magic in the plot 

 
Ramakien ( ), the Siamese version 

, also draw 
 

of literature, the Three Seals Law (
, Kotmai Tra Sam Duang), a 

collection of legal texts mostly from the 
Ayutthaya era assembled in 1805, has 

 

visitors in the 17th century recorded 
their own observations on magical 
practices.
 The argument of this article proceeds 

 
natural events are seen as driven by 
forces articulated as deities and spirits of 

from malevolent forces and to promote 
well-being, two sciences emerged. The 

forces, the second to manipulate them. 
This science of manipulation had three 

 
arranged in patterns viewed as powerful; 
natural substances with intrinsic power; 
and constructed devices incorporating 
various forms of power which can be 
used in many circumstances. Adepts had 
special roles as repositories of this 

 
other people, and its transmission 
through history. Of all these methods, 

yantras were 
perhaps the most widespread because 

of their variety of applications and ease 
of use. The importance of these sciences 
and devices is evident from early 
reports of European visitors and from 
the attention paid to them in Ayutthayan 
laws. Continuities between this history 
and current beliefs and practices in 

 
amulet are evident.

The Workings of Nature

In the popular beliefs found in Siam in 
the premodern era, natural events are 
seen as driven by forces articulated as 

ather than a single 
system of such forces, many were 
developed, reflecting both the 
complexity of nature and the diversity of 

Southeast Asia when compared to other 
regions of the world
of the “proliferation of spirits—nature 

[… and] also living physical beings and 
things, including humans, inserted 

the Beings of Below (the Dead, ghosts 
and spirits of wild animals and plants)”. 
 This sprawling array of forces is listed 
in Ongkan Chaeng Nam ( ), 
the water oath of loyalty, one of the 
earliest surviving Siamese texts. The 

forces to curse those who evade pledging 
loyalty to the ruler. These forces include 
the main Hindu trinity, the Buddhist 
triple gem, the guardian deities of the 
four directions, other Hindu deities, 
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spirits of particular localities, characters 
from the and other tales, 

Wright 2543; ed. FAD 2550). At the outset 

guilt or innocence, the arbiter called on 
a range of forces to decide the oath justly. 

spirits of the city; spirits residing in 
“ponds, caves, wilds, forests, mountains, 
trees, caverns, wells, and streams”; 
spirits of “those who died badly, doubled 
over mid-road, or died in childbirth and 
lay groaning, or fell in water, were 
chomped by a tiger, stabbed by an 
elephant, tossed on the horns of a rhino 

”; Indian gods, guardian deities, 

such as “rishi, siddha, vijjadhara, gandhabba, 
all the deities, to whom the Lord 
[Buddha] entrusted the religion to 
preserve for 5,000 years”; the astrological 
planets; and a residual category of other 

3 
 In these beliefs, nature is seen 

 
malevolent actions. To combat this 

 
forces in order to avoid danger and 
maximize good fortune; second, methods 

impact on enemies.

Predicting these Forces

The science of prediction depended on 
the assertion that messages about 

3 All translations from Thai originals are by the 
authors, unless otherwise indicated.

future events could be read from natural 
phenomena. Formal astrology, horasat 
( )  
from India, reads messages from move-
ments of the planets (Singto 2526; 

). Since this system 
required specialized equipment and 

More widespread were methods such as 
mahathaksa ( , ), 
which used analogous techniques to 
read patterns from the calendar, includ-
ing the intersections of the solar and 
lunar variants. Predictive messages were 
also read from various other aspects of 
the natural world, such as the shape of 
clouds, brightness of stars, the appear-
ance of the moon, and the course of 
breath through the nostrils. Certain 
insects and animals conveyed messages 

Dreams contained messages that might 
predict events far into the future (Wales 
1983). Many of these omens and signs 
were documented in old manuals, 
including various versions of the Tamra 
Phichai Songkhram ( , Manual 
on Victorious Warfare), a military treatise 

 
is often today titled as saiyasat 
( ), but that term is rare in the 
older sources (Yanchot 2538). It appears 
only twice in Khun Chang Khun Phaen 
and only once in the Ayutthayan laws. 
Various other terms are used, often with 

wicha ( ), simply meaning 
the science”; athan 

Journal of the Siam Society, Vol. 112, Pt. 2, December 2024
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( ), sometimes athap, athanpawet, 
deriving from the Atharvaveda, the 

, 
possibly an inventory of local belief and 
practice in north India at the time the 
Vedas were composed; kritaya, krisati-
yakhun ( , ) and several 
close variants
term  meaning “to do” and possibly 
“what should be done”;4 and itthirit 
( ), which combines two, 
rhyming Pali
or potency, creating in the resulting 
Thai word an extra meaning of super-
natural power. These hybrid words 

several meanings. 
 Several other terms—mon ( ), 
mantra, a verbal formula; khatha ( ), 

akhom 
( meaning 
“that which has come down”; wet ( ), 
from Veda, the old scriptures—are used 

 
 

formula, and are found in various 
conjoined forms (wet-mon, khatha- 
akhom, etc.) to mean the practice of these 

 
retained some cachet from their Indic 
origin but, in the Thai context, have 
been transformed in meaning and 
usage. 

4 Today dictionaries give the pronunciation of 
, the form used in the Three Seals Law, as kritiya, but 

krisatiya, as spelt, 
 

only in the Thai version. In this pronunciation, the 
word has many echoes. The opening syllable recalls 

sati mean  
“mind” or “mindfulness” in Thai–Pali; and the 
ending is ya, the common Thai word for medicine. 
These words are not simple translations from Indian 
originals but complex constructions.

 Another Thai-language name for 
thang nai ( ), the 

“inner ways”, a phrase nicely capturing 
 

origins, and its reliance on the innate 
talent of the practitioner. Such practi-
tioners are sometimes called khon 
wiset ( ) “special people” or khon di 
( ) “good people”.

Part of the Atharvaveda is an inventory 
of methods to manage the problems and 
dangers of everyday life (trans. Witney 

numbers, naturally existing materials, 
and constructed devices. The same 
three categories appear in sources from 
the Thai world in the premodern era. 

Words and Numbers

In Khun Chang Khun Phaen, an epic poem 
developed in oral tradition in the late 
Ayutthaya era, the leading character, 

Phlai Kaeo, ), is educated to 
follow in his father’s footsteps as a 
soldier. This education focuses on the 

Around the age of 14, Phlai Kaeo 
becomes a novice at a wat (Buddhist 

) in the remote 
border outpost of Kanburi ( , 
the old site of Kanchanaburi). The 
primary stage of his education focuses 
on the basics.

Journal of the Siam Society, Vol. 112, Pt. 2, December 2024
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The novice studied to read and 
write. With diligence, he soon 
mastered Khmer, Thai, arith-
metic, the main scriptures, 
calculating the sun and moon, 
and translation of texts (trans. 

 “Translation” here possibly means 
 

astrology, but his major is reading, 
writing, and language. When the abbot 
discovers that he has a bright pupil, 
Phlai Kaeo moves to a secondary stage, 
featuring hua jai ( ), heart formulas, 
highly compressed mantras that are 

That’s the end of my gut, my 
dear Novice Kaeo.
 There’s only the big treatise 
with the heart formulas and 

mantras. I’ve been collecting 
 

now in my old age, I haven’t 
shared them with anyone.
 This is the extent of my 

of you, Kaeo, I’ll pass it on to 
 

invulnerability, robbery, raising 

 For the secondary stage, Phlai Kaeo 
moves from the remote outpost of 
Kanburi to the ancient city of Suphanburi 
and studies with two renowned abbots 
who had earlier taught his own father. 
At Wat Palelai, he learns the application 
of mantras for military purposes and 

In the evenings he went to the 
main kuti to pay his respects, 

sword for war; how to transform 

charm; how to enchant dummy 
soldiers; how to charm a woman 
so that once their eyes had met, 
her heart would be captivated 
and she would never forget.
 His master laughed. “Young 

Don’t do damage to people’s 
wives but old maids and 

you everything about sacred 
mantras and formulas. You’ll 
be a real gem”  

Journal of the Siam Society, Vol. 112, Pt. 2, December 2024
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 Finally, Khun Phaen moves to Wat 
Khae [ 1]. The teaching is still 
mainly about verbal methods, but again 
includes some forecasting and new 
subjects such as employing spirits as 
spies. 

The abbot promptly began to 
 

putting an army to sleep 
and capturing its men; sum-

 
 

courageously; writing patha- 
mang;[5] concealment; invulne- 

chains; all the arts of victorious 

overcoming enemies with no 
hope of resistance; calculating 
auspicious times for any action; 
enchanting tamarind leaves 
to become wasps; expertise 
in all covert war tactics; com-
manding troops in hundreds 
of thousands; defeating whole 
territories; the Great Beguiler 
mantra to induce strong love; 
stunning people; invisibility; 
gaining the strength of a lion; 
withdrawing athan protective 
powers and preventing their 

 

 Although the mantras and other 
verbal devices that Khun Phaen learns 
are extremely varied, most seem to 

5 Pathamang (  
initial letters of each word, written in Khom script 
and used in various ways, including collecting powder 
to anoint something or to enclose in some device.

 
 

–repulsion. Attraction mantras induce 
love or sympathy. The principal example 
is the Great Beguiler ( , maha-
laluai) which Khun Phaen uses not only 
to charm women but to win sympathy 
from those in authority, including the 

 
danger. The principal example is the 
Great Prescription ( , muk yai), 
conveying protection, including invul-
nerability against weapons.
 The second opposed pair is 
constraint–release. Constraint mantras 
prevent an event or action. The Subduer 
( , sakot) is principally used to 
immobilize enemies during battle. 

remove constraints. 
The Great Loosener ( , 
mahasado  
induces a smooth childbirth, and 

 Throughout the tale, Khun Phaen 
uses these verbal devices not only as a 
soldier, but also in his love life and in his 
everyday confrontations with adversities 
such as the stratagems of his rival, Khun 

Natural Materials

uses 
materials found in nature and believed 
intrinsically powerful ( , khlang), 
often because of some unusual property 

example is mercury, a metal that acts 
as a liquid. This quality enables mercury 

any part of the body threatened by 
penetration. Other examples are cat’s 
eye, a semi-precious stone; and hard, 
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animal’s eggs. Other khlang materials 
have undergone an unusual transforma-
tion through exceptional power, such as 

lodged in trees or anthills by charging 
elephants in musth.
 These materials are used in various 
ways. 
and are believed to be capable of moving 

 
bullet. In Khun Chang Khun Phaen, 
the Chiang Mai military commander, 

He had a jet gem embedded 
in his head, golden needles in 
each shoulder, a large diamond 
in the middle of his forehead, 

chest, and herbal amber and 

body was a mass of lumps and 

Since birth he had never been 
touched by a weapon, and did 
not carry even the scratch 

Constructed Devices

-
structed devices. Simple forms men-
tioned in Khun Chang Khun Phaen in-
clude water, betelnut, or powdered clay 
sacralized by reciting formulas; spirit 
oil extracted from a corpse; beads made 
with sacralized powder and powerful 
herbs; and lip wax, especially that made 

One important role of these con-
structed devices is to transfer an expert’s 

 
A mit mo ( )  
[ 2], has to be made by an 
adept using special materials and 
observing strict practices, and is “acti-

 
 

tap the adept’s 
own powers instilled in the article. Such 

where they convey invulnerability, 
, 

and placed on the subject’s head during 
ceremonies to overcome spirit possession. 
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the force of repulsion but can also be 
used to defeat the protective forces of 
enemies. Khun Phaen uses an adept’s 

 
into Khun Chang’s house. 

, fa fuen), the sword 
that Khun Phaen has specially made, is a 

The construction of this device is 

the ingredients, Khun Phaen must leave 

by a teacher in his belt, and 

left at dawn for the upland 
forests. In search of what he 
needed, he delved into every 

 
through villages of Karen, Kha, 
Lawa, and Mon, and sleeping 
along passes through the 

 

 He collects an array of metals. Some 
have associations with power, such 
as ore from the mine used for the raw 
material of royal swords. Some have 
associations with protection through 
sympathetic magic, such as the bolt 
from a city gate [ .
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stupa, a palace, and a gateway. 
Metal fastening for the corpse 
of a woman who died while 
with child. Metal binding 

a gable board. Diamond bolt. 

goad. Bolt from a gateway. 
Mushroom nail. Five-colored 
smart metal. Household metal. 
All genuine articles. Fluid 
metal. Ore cast at the 
Phrasaeng mine. Iron ore and 
metal from Kamphaeng and 

from Aceh. Genuine silver. 

The manufacture is done by adepts with 
rituals at every stage. 

Then on an auspicious day, the 

a Saturday, wood was cut to 

pairs of golden candles, pig’s 
baisi. 

were famed throughout the 
city. He dressed handsomely in 
white lower and upper cloths, 
made a circle of sacred thread, 
blew onto a yantra, and waited 

power with the sun at midday 
in the house of the lion. […] 
A handle, made with victori- 

 
yantra of the Buddhist wheel 

 
was put in the handle, and 
dammar poured in to seal it 

319–320).

 This sword is an assembly of power 

passage in Khun Chang Khun Phaen.
 Similar constructed devices appear 
in Ramakien, the Thai version of the 

 
is based on the Indian , thus 

 
story is padded with episodes drawing 

those in the  

their weapons provided by the gods, 

(  
construct their own magical weaponry. 

rishi in 
the forest.6

“I come here to learn the arts 
and sciences with you, venerable 

carefully, tended to the 
venerable teacher, and gained 
expertise in no time. He mem-
orized the Three Vedas and 
magical mantra [ ] 

6

6 Translations from Ramakien
here used with permission.
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 He has a spear that was given to his 
 

using a process similar to Khun Phaen’s 

Mount Meru. He collects a variety of 
ingredients including sand, gems, and 

a purifying bath and dresses with a 

He starts to chant mantra for three 
 

247–248). 
 His son Inthorachit ( ) 
constructs a magical arrow by a similar 
process. The site is an epitome of 

 
 

hollow tree, converts the hollow into 
a shrine, and conducts ceremonies to 
induce local  spirits to inject their 
venom into the arrow [ 4].

The hoots and howls of spirits 
and ghosts and the cries of 
phantoms echoed around, a 

 

end. Cicadas screeched a 

II, 470).

  
( ), also constructs a device by 
going to a remote mountain, collecting 
ingredients -

rishi with a 

beads before starting an elaborate ritual  

Yantra

Adepts

Crucial to the use of all three methods 
is the adept, usually called mo ( ), a 
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adept is a combination of innate abil-

by descent from the gods. Khun Phaen 
acquires his ability through education. 
Other adepts develop their ability 
through ascetic practice, drawing on 
the Indic tradition that self-denial 
conveys exceptional ability.
 Perhaps the most famous adept in 
old Thai literature appears in the poem 
Lilit Phra Lo, a courtly romantic tragedy 
that probably dates from the early 
16th century. The poem gives the adept 
the name of Phu Chao Saming Phrai 

( ), 

spirit’s name is found in the text of the 
water oath of loyalty, mentioned above. 
He was possibly a prominent local spirit 
of the place at the time this text was 
composed and the name was passed 
down in later years. 
 In Lilit Phra Lo, two sister princesses 

The searcher explains to the princesses 
why this adept, whose name we translate 

throughout the world, there’s 
none
that bears comparison

-
fore your eyes.

to life at once.
Who he enchants, they come 
as called.

still
and comes to him as bid (trans. 

throughout the world, there’s none
that bears comparison

Who he enchants, they come as called.

 Old Lord Tiger Spirit himself 
explains to the princesses that his powers 

come from his training, asceticism, and 
association with the wilds.

The title they have given me, “Old Lord”,

I’ll live this world a million years until the era ends.
My gloried powers are fruit of merit made.

 In modern representations, Old Lord 
Tiger Spirit is portrayed as a classic rishi 
with tangled hair and a long beard, 
always sitting cross-legged. In the 
original poem, however, he is quite 

 

He can appear as a handsome young 
man, or an old crone, or disappear 
completely. He is both an adept and a 
spirit, stressing the thin line between 
these two roles. He is so revered that the 
princesses treat him as royalty. 
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yantra Khun Chang 
Khun Phaen 
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 He lives in the remote mountains 
and this association with the wilderness 
enhances his abilities. He constructs 
devices for love magic and delivers them 
by bowing a massive yang tree (Diptero-
carpus alatus) down to the ground to use 
as a catapult. When adepts on the other 
side manage to counter this magic, he 
recruits all the wild spirits from the 
forests and mountains to rout the city 

love-magic to be successfully delivered. 
Old Lord Tiger Spirit’s ability is a 
delicate blend of learning, asceticism, 
and the wild power of the periphery of 
forest and mountain.

The most prominent device in Khun 
Chang Khun Phaen is the yantra ( , 
yan or  , lekyan). Yantras combine 

they are constructed devices using 
words and numbers, natural materials, 
and other elements. They may include 
verbal formulas, usually in Pali and 
often written in Khom script; sequences 
of numbers; and images or symbols of 

[ 5], 

assemblies of power, made by an adept, 
perhaps using special materials, and 
activated by the recital of mantras. They 

 

ways. They may be painted on clothing 
such as shirts or bandanas; tattooed on 

and inserted in a receptacle; inscribed 
on soft metal such as tin or gold which is 

then rolled around a string and worn 

takrut ( ); and various 
other ways. In Lilit Phra Lo, Old Lord 
Tiger Spirit delivers love magic by 
inscribing yantras in a projectile which 
is launched by his tree-catapult. 
 Although the primary usage of 
yantras today is for protection, manuals 
show varieties for both of the opposed 
pairs of forces described above, namely 
attraction–repulsion and constraint– 

yantras 
describe how they should be drawn, 
what mantras should be intoned at 

medium each is suitable for, and what 

 
invulnerability to sharp weapons, 
countering malicious magic, avoiding 
epidemic disease, and so on.7 Designs 

is then collected and applied to the face 

95, 108). Specialized designs steeped in 
water are used for irrigating plants.

Foreign Visitors

 
visited Siam in the 1680s, wrote at length 

since 1669. He noticed that the most 

7 The great archivist of all aspects of these sciences 
; 1919–1993) who 

published a six-volume compendium, from which 
extracts are regularly published to this day (Thep 
2516; So Sima 2555).
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services of predicting and manipulating 
the forces of nature.

themselves to [...] meditation 
on celestial things and the 
mysteries of religion [...] are 
considered to be of exceptional 
holiness and [...] to have 
miraculous visions and frequent 
revelations. Those who predict 
the future are the most 
highly esteemed and richest 
[...]. They never leave the 
pulpit without being showered 
with presents (trans. Villiers 

He did not report seeing any particular 
devices, except in the treatment of the 

-

recite some prayers and then 
they put all round the patient 
[...] small pieces of paper on 
which are written phrases in 
Pali [...]. They are also involved 
in fortune-telling and revealing 
hidden things [...]. They also 

and to infants certain magic 
characters which they claim 
possess the virtue of protecting 

 The Dutchman, Jeremias van Vliet, 
who visited Siam from 1629 to 1642, 
also noticed practices associated with 

strange feasts with many cere- 

dancing, jumping [...] some-
times women are engaged, 
who by old age are bent 

and strange jumps as is not in 

nature and high age (trans. 

Laws

Among the laws from the Ayutthaya era 
collected into the Three Seals Law in 1805 
is a law on magic, called wet-withayakhom 
and krisatiyakhun (  

). The date in the law’s preface is 
clearly corrupt, but the law possibly 
dates to the early 17th century. There 
are several other clauses on magic 
scattered through other laws in the 
collection.
 The law is relaxed about the use of 
magic for benign purposes, such as to 
induce love, as practiced by Old Lord 
Tiger Spirit in Lilit Phra Lo. If a woman or 
man uses love magic,
 

the woman is only trying to 

 
love him, in hope it will have 

in the future; if the man or 
woman has the bad fate to fall 

or male adept is not at fault; it 

even the gods pass on so how 
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 Most of the law is concerned with 
the malicious use of magic, such as 
hiring an adept to harm someone. The 
respect for the adept’s power is 

about “herbs, medicines, and lore to 

death because “in future they will use” 

someone in a provincial town, the 
governor is forbidden (on pain of death) 
from executing the wrongdoer and 
ordered to send the wrongdoer to the 
capital where the wrongdoer is not 
admitted to the city but detained at one 
of the four customs posts on its 
perimeter. If the adept is proven guilty, 
the authorities are required to locate 
the adept’s teacher and execute both of 
them. The mode of execution is unique, 
tossed on the horns of a sarabha 
( ), which may be a deer or possibly 
a fabulous animal, stronger than a lion 
or elephant, supposed to have eight legs, 
and to inhabit the snowy mountains 

 In a law on judicial procedure, 

stealing from the palace, forging money, 
stripping gold from a buddha image, 

-

others professing magical abilities had 
a prominent role in the many revolts of 

was intent on suppressing the practice 
-

hood. In the third of his Sangha Laws, 
issued only a year after his succession, 

he strengthened the hierarchy within 
 

practices.

will, just one, two, or three 
persons, to set up a hideaway 

 
observing the precepts and 

people devoted to them, 
 

[ , wicha], boast of their 
potency [ , itthirit], 
fabricate that they are super-
human, set themselves up as 
persons-of-merit [ , phu 
mi bun], claim they have met 
adepts [ , khon wiset] 
who have lore brought from 
caves and mountains, and have 

seize the royal wealth and 
create chaos for the realm and 

carrying a small buddha image (or 
similar) constantly on the person, 

purposes of protection and good fortune 

the sources used here, or in any other 
 

the writings and visuals of foreign 
visitors, there is no trace of this 
device. In one scene Khun Phaen and his 
son wear “bandeaus bearing a buddha 
image tied round their head” (

) but the exact form is 
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not clear.8 A takrut appears once in  
Ramakien, while a few mentions of 
khrueang khong thon ( ), devices
for invulnerability, occur without any 
detail. The discovery or manufacture of 

which may have contributed to the form 
of the modern amulet and trace its 

among the elite from the mid-19th  

the later 20th century. 

contributed to the form of the modern 

phra phim (
), small images of a buddha usually 

8 In 2010, we translated this as “bandeaus bearing 

similar scenes of preparing for battle. It appears in a 
passage rewritten, probably in the mid-19th century, 
and not in the earlier version of the scene. 

made by pressing clay into a mold 
(Pattaratorn 1997). The earliest 
examples of these tablets have been 
found at many early archeological sites. 
These images were often made in large 
quantities to be placed inside stupas or 

wat 
buildings to enhance the religiosity of 
these sites. Pattaratorn suggests they 
were made as acts of merit or for use in 
meditation. Although they were possibly 
carried around, there is no reference in 
any early sources to them having the 
function of personal protection.
 The second past object is the 
phakhawam ( ), a word collapsed 
from Phra Gavampati, an early disciple 
of the historical Buddha. This is usually 
a small, almost spherical metallic 

over eyes and sometimes extra pairs of 

). In Khun Chang Khun Phaen, these 
images are not worn habitually but used 
on special occasions, especially placed 
in the mouth to give power to speech. 
They were also carried into battle for 
protection and steeped in water used to 
induce invulnerability [ .
 The third is the phra kring ( ), 
small buddha images with a hollow 

The originals are believed to have been 
made by Khmer King S  

Wat. In the 1920s a cache of phra kring 
was found in a pot buried at the summit 

made in China. The image is believed to 
represent  
Buddha of healing, and thus held to 
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convey protection against illness and 
adversity. Although these objects may 
have been around in Siam for a long 
time, there is no evidence prior to the 
mid-19th century.
 The practice of wearing the amulet 

takrut, 
sheets of soft metal inscribed with a 
mantra, rolled around a cord, and worn 

authority over the hinterland in the 
19th century, members of the royal and 
noble elite went to the provinces on 

-
nity to visit wat
reputation for spiritual power. Some-

phra phim tablets unearthed from the 
crypt under a wat or the insides of a stupa. 

( ) 
amulets in the benchaphakhi ( ) 
or “League of Five”, which are the most 
valuable amulets today, originated in 

Kamphaeng Phet in 1849 and the others 
, and 

 By the late 19th century, some 
abbots began to manufacture amulets 
modelled on famous buddha images. 
In 1897, metal medallions based on the 
Phra Chinnasi ( ) image, which 

Wat Bowon
(1824–1851), were made to commemo-

 
 

interest in phra kring. Prince Damrong 
 

that his grandfather had secured one 

from Cambodia during the Fourth 
1868). Kromphra Pavares 

 ( ; 
1809–1892), the prince who succeeded 

 
Bowonniwet, made a batch of phra 
kring some time before his death in 

 

out buddha amulets during his 
upcountry tours. At this stage, these 
objects were probably not carried 
regularly on the person, but were stored 
or placed on a domestic altar.
 Today the most famous of the early 

, 
, 

around 1788 to 1872. According to one 
of the many versions of his life, he was a 

 
northern peasant girl. Somdet To was 

his ascetic practice and supernatural 

unearthing some of the tablets which 
became popular as amulets and made 
several types of protective devices,  
including yantras and the buddha amulets 

somdet ( ) after the title 

among the most desired and most  

 Somdet To also wrote a handwritten 
manual on various practices including 

 
larity to the creation of yantras. In his 
description, the amulet is made from 
powerful materials (enchanted powder, 
precious metals, herbs used in lore) 
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following strict rules, including the 
 

“activated” by ritual. Also as with 
yantra

supernatural power, such as Somdet To. 
These instructions have been repeated 

 
famous for asceticism and supernatural 
power produced amulets in many 
parts of Siam. The habit of acquiring 
amulets spread more widely as mobility 
increased with the coming of roads and 
railways. Nobles and members of the 
emerging commoner middle class made 

 
mementos.
 However, only slowly did the amulet 
become the dominant protective device. 

the Ayutthaya era, military leaders had 
distributed protective devices to their 
troops, mostly yantras in various forms. 

with the French in Cambodia in 1940 
were presented with amulets bearing 

 
during the Second World War, the 
devices sought for protection were 
mainly yantras and sacred water (Lawan 

up an inventory of 118 supernatural 
devices found in a village outside 

plaster were manufactured by this 
 

estimated that 90 to 100 percent 
of households had at least one, but 

by the same percentage of households 
(Textor 1960; 1973). Writing in the 1960s 

 
 

buddha amulet as just one among many 

strings, tiny images of the Buddha, 
precious stones, dried seeds, needles in 
the body, and others too numerous to 
mention”. Amulets were popular but 
not yet dominant.
 Chalong Soontravanich (2005; 2013) 

the modern amulet in two phases. The 
-

ness, banditry, and gangsterism after 
the Second World War. A small amulet 

authored two weighty biographies of 
Somdet To, compiled a compendium 

benchaphakhi “League of Five” amulets 
of highest value, headed by the Somdet 
type. Businessmen sponsored the 

in batches of several thousand. The 

distributed amulets to Thai troops sent 
to Korea in 1950 and to his constituents 

in Vietnam in 1967 were given buddha 

 
Buddha, and by the Prime Minister 

Barend Terwiel surveyed supernatural 
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1967, he found people wearing various 
protective devices including tattoos, 
yantra designs, sacred thread, and 

 
[protective] object which is 
worn on a cord or chain around 

the Buddha. These images can 
be cast from metal, or carved 
out of piece of wood, ivory or 
resin, but the most common 
traditional ones are those 
manufactured from a mixture 
of many ingredients, pressed 

 The second phase, according to 
-

ground of the war against communist 
insurgency in the 1970s and early 1980s, 
and was fostered by the spread of mass 
media including newspapers, magazines, 
and television. In this era, businessmen 
and generals made merit by sponsoring 
the production and distribution of 
amulets to soldiers and villagers in the 
areas of communist activity. By the 
1980s, amulets had become prominent 
enough to warrant a major study by a 
leading international anthropologist, 
Stanley Tambiah  
the “roaring trade”, “vast popular 

articles and daily gossip” about fortunes 
made and calamities evaded. Enterprising 

 
on a large scale to raise funds for 
constructing wat buildings and schools. 
Among the most popular were amulets 

produced by Luang Pho Khun (
; 1923–2015), who emerged as 

era. The price of his amulets soared in 
1993 when survivors of two disasters, a 

 
attributed their good fortune to their 

 
of amulets reached another stage in 
2006–2007 when a particular physical 

( ), was no longer tied 
 

“franchised” for production at several 
places, which competed by adding value 
in production materials and methods 
and by price-cutting, creating a brief 

 7; 

Many of the protective devices listed by 
Terwiel and Textor some 60 years ago 
have virtually disappeared. The multiple 
ways that yantras were used by Khun 
Phaen have been narrowed down to 
some specialized sites such as the 
interiors of taxicabs. The amulet has 
become dominant. Yet, while the device 
may have changed, much else about the 
pursuit of protection and well-being has 
remained the same.
 The role of the adept remains 
central, and education has a large role 
in the development of an adept. Craig 

 
career of ; 

Phan ( ), a 20th-century southern 
policeman who had a reputation for 

saiyasat  
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expanding popularity of the amulet. 
Butr’s education was more physical 
than that of Khun Phaen but showed 
the same pattern of great dedication 
to study under successive teachers 

 As with earlier devices, especially 
yantras, amulets are assemblies of power 

exotic ingredients, often found in the 

wild periphery. They often incorporate 
words and numbers. They must be 
made by an adept, preferably with 
a reputation for asceticism. The 
production is attended by chanting and 

to this older tradition is that many  
amulets have a small yantra inscribed 
on the reverse .

Bruce for organizing the original con-
ference; to two reviewers for helpful 
comments; and to Nathan Badenoch and 

Narumi Shitara for permission to reuse 
passages from our article on “Protection 
and Power in Siam” originally published 
in Southeast Asian Studies 

 
Nathan McGovern for advice.

yantra
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In May 2012, Thai news headlines 
reported that a man from Singapore 
was arrested in Bangkok’s Chinatown 
district with six kuman thongs ( ), 
human fetus corpses, covered in gold 
leaf.2 He confessed that he had bought 
them a day earlier for 200,000 THB and 
intended to smuggle them into Taiwan, 
where he would have been able to sell 
them as amulets for six times that 
amount. A more shocking incident was 
the arrest of a novice popularly known 
as Nen Ae ( ) after a video surfaced 
of him roasting and collecting dripping 
fat from a dead baby, which is used as 

1 Silpakorn University, Bangkok. 
Email: suebsantiwongse_s@silpakorn.edu. 
2 See for example Thai PBS webpage: https://www.
thaipbs.or.th/news/content/85834; also MGR Online 
webpage: https://mgronline.com/daily/detail/955000 
0064602.

1

—In recent years, the Phra Khun Phaen amulet, usually 
-

larity among Thais and foreigners, especially Asians. Believed to bestow 
charisma, wealth, and sexual attraction, the amulet’s origins trace back 
to the Siamese literary work Khun Chang Khun Phaen from the Ayutthaya 
period. This article explores its evolution from early clay tablets to modern 
representations, emphasizing its shift from a Buddhist doctrinal tool to a 
necromantic symbol of wealth and power, shaped by economic conditions 
from the early 20th century to today.

: Beliefs and Superstitions; Khun Chang Khun Phaen; Phra Khun Phaen 
Amulet; Talisman; Thai Buddhism

a potent love potion. Even more grue-
some was another news report detailing 
the discovery of 14 fetuses in an aban-
doned house.3 This discovery eventually 
led to the arrest of a nurse who worked 
in an illegal abortion clinic. She revealed 
that each fetus could be sold for over a 
thousand baht to be made into a kuman 
thong. In this article, I argue that the 
modern Phra Khun Phaen ( ) 
amulets to be discussed below derive 
their popularity from a macabre 
aesthetic prevalent in modern Thailand 
as well as a long-standing belief in 
being able to harness the power of the 
dead. Such an aesthetic and belief 
become particularly prominent in times 
of economic hardship and, as a result, 
the Phra Khun Phaen amulet tends to 
increase in popularity during such periods. 

3 See MGR Online webpage: https://mgronline.com/
crime/detail/9550000066642.
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the making of the magical kuman thong 
and the bizarre procedures involved 
appears in the story of Khun Chang Khun 
Phaen (hereafter KCKP), one of the most 
popular premodern literary works, 
written mostly in verse form from the 

tells the story of a love triangle involving 
Khun Chang ( ), Khun Phaen ( ), 
and Nang Wanthong ( ), set in 
Suphanburi, a major city in the Ayutthaya 
Kingdom. Khun Phaen, the main prota- 
gonist, is intelligent, handsome, and 
skilled in various arts, including astro- 
logy, divination, and magic. Nang Wan-
thong, one of the city’s most beautiful 
girls, falls in love with Khun Phaen and 
marries him. However, due to a plot by 
Khun Chang, an unattractive but rich 
man, Khun Phaen is sent to war; 
rumors of his death during the war lead 
Nang Wanthong to marry Khun Chang. 
Nonetheless, Khun Phaen determines to 
get Nang Wanthong back and, in order 
to do so, he has to acquire three items, 
namely, a magical sword, a grey horse, 
and a kuman thong. According to one 
version of KCKP, while Khun Phaen was 
seeking these three mystical objects, he 
met Nang Bua Khli ( ) and 
married her. Nang Bua Khli’s father, the 
bandit Khun Harn (  
out that Khun Phaen possessed magic 
powers, became fearful and plotted to 
kill him. He asked Nang Bua Khli to 
poison Khun Phaen. But after the latter 
found out, he killed Nang Bua Khli, who 
was pregnant, in her sleep and cut out 
the baby from her stomach and roasted 
it according to a magical prescription, 
thus making his own infant into a kuman 
thong.4

4 In another version, Khun Phaen acquired a kuman 

 In modern-day Thailand, Khun 
Phaen and kuman thong are almost 
synonymous. When one talks about KCKP, 
the story of the human fetus corpse is 

readers in Thailand. This is probably 
because the kuman thong episode is 
undeniably the most unusual and 
dramatic in the whole story. Similarly, in 
the present-day Thai amulet industry, 
one of the most popular types of amulets 
is known as the Phra Khun Phaen amulet, 
named after Khun Phaen of KCKP. The 
shape of most Phra Khun Phaen amulets 
are pentagonal. 
 In recent decades, these amulets 
have transformed in both form and 
meaning, acquiring associations with 
the macabre. Many are reportedly made 

corpses. Despite these links to dark magic 
and taboo substances, the so-called Phra 
Khun Phaen amulets have become highly 
sought after, not only in Thailand but 
also in Singapore, Malaysia, Vietnam, 
Taiwan, and China.

Phra Khun Phaen is a type of modern 
amulet traditionally made from baked 
clay or a mixture of sacred materials, 
such as soils from holy places. Recently, 
more unconventional substances, 
including body parts and bodily 
secretions, are incorporated, bound 
together with a binding agent. A new 
variation also has emerged, seemingly 

thong named Ai Phet Khong ( ) from the 
spirit of a pregnant woman named Ima ( ), but the 
method of extraction is the same as the version men-
tioned above. See Baker & Pasuk 2010: 321 322.

4 In another version, Khun Phaen acquired a kuman 
thong named Ai Phet Khong ( ) from the 
spirit of a pregnant woman named Ima ( ), but 
the method of extraction is the same as the version 
mentioned above. See Baker & Pasuk 2010: 321 322.
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depicting Khun Phaen himself as the 

 Like the naming conventions of 
many traditional Thai amulets, early 
collectors named certain buddha images 
Phra Khun Phaen based on the super-
natural powers they believed the amulet 
possessed, as well as its association with 
a particular locality, rather than following 
the categorical schemes of art historians 
and archeologists. These amulets were 
thought to impart qualities such as 
charisma, valor, and attractiveness to the 

 
with Khun Phaen from the epic. 
 The oldest and most sought-after 
so-called Phra Khun Phaen amulets are 
actually tablets, or phra pim ( ), 

They were reportedly discovered by 
locals in various stupas (chedis), s, 

under buddha statues, or just below the 
ground in the precincts of Wat Phra 
Rup ( ) in Suphanburi between 

 
conducted by the Fine Arts Department 
in 1992 also uncovered more tablets 
(Sirot 2565: 54).

clay tablets from the Ayutthaya period 
 

, pang man wichai), 
seated cross-legged with the right leg 
over the left, under an arch [ . 
After their discovery, Thai amulet 
collectors began referring to them as 
Phra Khun Phaen Khai Pha (

). This name likely derives from the 
amulet’s perceived supernatural powers, 

 
and control, traits linked to Khun Phaen. 
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by their discovery in Suphanburi, 
Khun Phaen’s birthplace in the epic. 

) possibly 
refers to the shape of the amulet, 
resembling a boiled egg cut in half, an 
item believed to bestow invincibility 
and charisma.
 According to local historian Manas 
Opakul ( ), the tablets 
discovered at Wat Phra Rup were 
initially called Phra Lang Bia ( ), 

 
resembling a cowry shell. However, 
collectors later renamed them based on 
characters from the KCKP epic. In 
addition to Phra Khun Phaen Khai Pha, 
other tablets from the same temple 
were similarly named by collectors, 
such as Phra Pim Kuman Thong 
( ), Phra Pim Khun Krai 
( ), and Phra Pim Phra 
Panwasa ( ) (Sirot 2565: 61). 
 Another popular type of amulet is 
the Phra Khun Phaen from Wat Ban 
Krang ( ), also in Suphanburi. 
This is an elongated pentagonal shape 

their size. 
 Some amulet enthusiasts believe 

 
history who fought Burmese troops and 
won a decisive battle at Don Chedi, near 

Suphanburi, later built a chedi at Wat 
Ban Krang to commemorate his victory, 

 
 

depicting a buddha either in the 

[ .5 
 Sunthorn Phu (
undoubtedly the most renowned Siamese 
poet of the early Rattanakosin period 

Nirat Suphanburi (
), wrote the following verse 

about Wat Phra Rup: 

5 See Ministry of Culture webpage: http://www.m-
culture.in.th/album/18553/

 (accessed 9 August 2024).   

5 See Ministry of Culture webpage: http://
www.m-culture.in.th/album/18553/

 (accessed 9 August 2024).  
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     There, on the left bank   Far and wide
     Sits an ancient temple  
That he [Naresuan] built
Next to Wat Pratusan.   
Monks therein dwelled
In Khun Chang’s neighborhood   
Where an elephant duel took place.6

mentioned, the belief that King Naresuan 
stored many Phra Khun Phaen amulets 
at Wat Ban Krang may have originated 
from this verse. However, similar tablets 
unearthed from Ayutthaya, depicting 
a buddha calling the earth to witness, 

 
modern amulet collectors. They tend 
to categorize any Ayutthaya-period 
amulet featuring a buddha subduing 

a Phra Khun Phaen amulet.
 Some of the most popular Phra 
Khun Phaen amulets excavated from 

6 Here and below, all translations from Thai sources 
are my own, unless otherwise noted.

Ayutthaya sites include the Phra 
Khun Phaen Klueap ( )  
[ and Phra Khun Phaen Bai 
Phutsa ( )8 [ , 
both from Wat Yai Chai Mongkhon 
(  
on the outskirts of the former capital 
city of Ayutthaya.9

 Klueap  
amulet type is that it is glazed, similar to how some 
ancient and contemporary stoneware ceramics are coated.
8 Bai phutsa
for its leaf-shape.
9 Like many temples in Thailand, Wat Yai Chai 
Mongkhon has had its stupas plundered by looters 
who discovered treasures and objects, including 
so-called Phra Khun Phaen tablets, before the Fine 
Arts Department undertook a formal restoration 

 There, on the left bank  Far and wide
 Sits an ancient temple  That he [Naresuan] built
 Next to Wat Pratusan.   Monks therein dwelled
 In Khun Chang’s neighborhood   Where an elephant duel took place.6
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A period of violence and instability in 
Thailand’s recent times lent new popu-
larity to amulets and the tale of KCKP. 
During the post-World War II economic 
crisis, crimes and violence, committed 
by unruly groups of gangsters and bandits 
known in Thai as nakleng ( ), surged. 
The poor economy and the rampage of 
naklengs prompted many to seek amulets 
for protection (Chalong 2013: 194). 
Naklengs themselves also employed 
occultism such as tattoos ( , 
sakyan) and amulets known for their 

them escape the police. Interestingly, 
the traditional Thai term used to 
describe an amulet trader or collector is 
nakleng phra ( ), literally 

10 During the 
 

nationalist historiography which promoted 
important royal heroes began to take 
shape (Stithorn 2011: 258). Accordingly, 
past kings with impressive chivalry 

 
Naresuan, for instance, was perceived at 

Khun Phaen amulet-types from 
Suphanburi and possibly Wat Yai Chai 
Mongkhon in Ayutthaya described 
above, which Sunthorn Phu linked with 
the king in Nirat Suphanburi, conse-
quently gained great popularity. These 

 
 

Klueap amulets were found. See FAD 2522: 24.
10 In the 20th century, the term nakleng phra came 
to be considered negative and traders are now 
referred to as sian phra (  

sian ( ) or xian ( ) is a Teochew 
 

Bruce, this Special Edition.

those considered to be Phra Khun Phaen 
amulets, causing their prices to soar. As 
a result, numerous centuries-old amulets, 
whose creators and manufacture dates 
remain unknown, have been replicated, 
recreated, and reinterpreted, eventually 
assimilated with the story of KCKP, and 
consecrated by contemporary monks. 
These monks are referred to as kechi 
achans ( ).11 Their amulets 
continue to be highly sought-after to 
this day.

11 Kechi achan
has acquired knowledge and skills related to magic 
and supernatural power and who puts these abilities 
into practice. Such a monk is widely known for his 
charisma and magical or supernatural potency. A 
kechi achan must be widely recognized and revered by 
his followers, often through events that demonstrate 
his supernatural powers, such as his amulets saving 
the lives of disciples or followers, providing winning 
lottery numbers, or performing healing magic. See 
Pattana 2005: 211. 

© 
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The origin of the practice of naming 
certain amulets after Khun Phaen is 
unclear, but it seems to be a modern 
phenomenon. Although these artifacts 

in the past, it is likely that the modern 
users of these amulets felt they 
possessed potent protective and 
attractive powers akin to Khun Phaen, 

whom they had probably heard about 
since childhood. Baker & Pasuk (2013: 215) 

argue that protection is the central 
theme of KCKP. Khun Phaen’s ability 
to survive numerous challenges through 
his intelligence, charisma, knowledge 
of mantras, and mastery of spirits 
protects him from danger.12  In KCKP, 
Khun Phaen’s character and abilities 
are elaborated throughout the work. 
But the opening verse of Chapter 16 
(FAD 2460: 330), which narrates the 
making of kuman thongs and other magical 

 
examples, encapsulating his fame and 
prowess as follows: 

Speaking of Khun Phaen, the gallant 
lover,
Whose prowess conquered every foe,
The city trembled, bowed in fear,

12 Nipat Yamdech (2559) argues that Khun Phaen’s 
character and abilities depict the qualities of an ideal 
Thai man, which he outlines as follows:
      1. Adventurous, perseverant, courageous, proud,   
      and decisive;
        2. Possesses occult powers;
       3. Has a lean waistline, attractive skin, and is
        sexually appealing;
      4. Gifted with eloquent speech, sweet words, and 
        a sharp tongue when necessary;
       5. Exhibits excellent combat skills and frequently
        wins;
       6. Has many wives.

   Speaking of Khun Phaen, the gallant lover,
   Whose prowess conquered every foe,
   The city trembled, bowed in fear,

 Khun Phaen’s reputed powers in 
love and war and particularly his ability 
to protect himself via the occult likely 
made him the archetypal image of a 

, phu mi 
amnat), especially in times of vulnerability 
and uncertainty. 
 During the economic crisis in the 
1990s, the Thai demand for amulets, 
including those of Phra Khun Phaen, 
surged, leading to their reproduction 

 
amulet-types was made in  
Luang Pu Thim (
from Wat Lahan Rai ( ) in 

 

) [ . This amulet 
type roughly follows the Ayutthaya-era 
style with a central buddha image in 

meditation but now includes two 
 

kuman thongs, namely Phrai Pet 
and Phrai Bua ( ).13 

13 Some versions of KCKP hold that Phrai Pet and 
Phrai Bua are the children of Khun Phaen and Nang 
Wanthong. Kuman thong 

kuman thong is the spirit of a stillborn child, 
an aborted fetus, or one who died very early and 
whose spirit can be conjured and used by its owner. 
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amulets using human bodily parts. 
Achan Pleng’s amulets feature a buddha 
image distinctively seated on a corpse, 

bones from the corpses of women who 

Phaen amulet-type, known as Phra Khun 
Phaen Phrai Ha Sip Kao Ton (

) is said to have been 

[ .  
 Nonetheless, Luang Pu Thim and 

bodily parts in amulets; they simply 
popularized the practice. Decades earlier, 
after World War II, two monks were 
noted for producing such amulets. The 

as Achan Nu ( ; 
ca. 19th c.) of Wat Pho in Bangkok, 
reportedly came from Cambodia; he 
instructed his assistant to collect ashes 
and bones from corpses of all genders 
and ages from the cemetery at Bangkok’s 

 
during a cholera outbreak in 1820. These 
bones were ground and fashioned into 
shapes such as Phra Pit Ta ( ), 
Phra Somdet ( ), and various 
other forms. Of note, however, none of 
his amulets were categorized as Phra 
Khun Phaen.14 Another monk, Luang 
Pho Te Khongthong ( ; 
1891 1981), was renowned for creating 
so-called Phra Khun Phaen amulets and 

14 Thai occultists believe that female spirits are more 
violent than male spirits. Female spirits are generally 
called phrai ( ) in Thai, which are probably 
similar to the s or female spirits in the Indian/
Hindu context. However, in more recent times, some 
Thai occultists have begun using phrai as a collective 
term for all spirits, leading to some confusion. The 
Phra Pit Ta is also known as Phra Gavampati; it is the 
only Buddhist amulet mentioned in KCKP. See Baker 
& Pasuk 2013: 233; also Baker & Pasuk, this Special 

From an art historical perspective, 
however, it is more plausible that they 
represent
two of Gotama Buddha’s foremost 
disciples. Luang Pu Thim’s amulets were 
made using blessed powder and powder 
from grinding a real kuman thong’s 
skull, believed to help the spirit of the 
deceased fetus gain merits for a higher 

Thim’s creation of Phra Khun Phaen 
with Phrai Pet and Phrai Bua likely drew 

images, two images made of baked clay 
which are stuck together, later associated 
with Phra Khun Phaen, and found at 
Wat Ban Krang [ . Many of the 
images found at Wat Ban Krang were 
originally stuck together in this manner 
and not separated into individual pieces 

. Because of the form of the 
old, double stuck-together tablet found 
at Wat Ban Krang, these collectors of 
amulets likely associated them with the 
KCKP epic, identifying them as Khun 
Phaen’s kuman thongs.
 Other monks and ritual masters such 
as Achan Pleng ( ; 

2009), a schoolteacher from Surin 
province, also made Phra Khun Phaen 
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stand-alone statues of kuman thongs 
using ashes and soils. Crafted in the 
mid-20th century, preceding those 
of Luang Pu Thim and Achan Pleng, 
Luang Pho Te’s kuman thongs are among 
the most sought-after, commanding the 
highest prices of all kuman thongs, both 
old and new.
 Although Luang Pho Te’s kuman 
thongs were not entirely composed of 
bodily parts, the general belief is that 
the soil or clay comprising these replicas 

 
cemeteries ( , din chet pa 
cha).15 These materials were then mixed 

15

is believed that this soil is protected by spirits and 
possesses potent properties for creating charms 
related to ghosts and the supernatural. The number 

 
as it is associated with Saturn, the planet that 

with ground bone before baking. The 
kuman thong statues 

now fetch more than half a million baht, 
depending on their condition. While 
most of these forms are statues of a 
young boy around 20 cm in height, not 
intended to be worn around the neck, 
Luang Pho Te’s kuman thong
the artistic styles of later representa-
tions, including those of Luang Pu Thim, 
Achan Pleng, and many other kechi 
achans. 

kechi 
achan to combine the images of a buddha 
and two kneeling kuman thongs depicted 
in a new Phra Khun Phaen amulet-type 
as seen in . This innovation 
seems to blend the traditional pentagonal 
Phra Khun Phaen amulet-types found in 
Ayutthaya and Suphanburi [F
with the ghostly kuman thongs. Statues 
of kuman thongs were previously made 
as separate statues and worshipped 
independently from the buddha. 
Presumably, this innovation not only 
provided the wearer with protection 
from the image of a buddha, but also 

 
kuman thongs. This marketing strategy 

 
 

Pu Thim’s Phra Khun Phaen amulets 
were incredibly popular, leading 
subsequent makers of Phra Khun Phaen 
amulets to frequently imitate this 
form, featuring both a buddha and two 
kneeling kuman thongs. It may be 
somewhat ironic that the depiction of 

governs misery, misfortune, and occultism. See the 
NDMI Digital Archives (Museum Siam) webpage: 
https://archives.museumsiam.org/index.php/exh-
tmp-06-03-005 (accessed 10 August 2024).
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overcoming the forces of ignorance or 
greed, because of the name Khun Phaen 
that it had been given, came to evolve to 
be depicted alongside kuman thongs who 
are linked to the dark arts and material 
pursuits. In fact, Luang Pu Thim’s Phra 
Khun Phaen amulet is believed to have 
been created with the primary purpose 
of helping wearers gain material wealth. 
This was a departure from the more 

amulets and those made by earlier kechi 
achans, including Luang Pho Te’s, which 
were mostly intended for protection 
against danger. Luang Pho Te’s Phra 
Khun Phaen amulet is popularly known 
as Phra Khun Phaen Indochine (

) because they were 

 
amulets are believed to have miracu- 
lously protected the wearers from 
danger and untimely death during 

Because these amulets are partially 
made from human remains, the rituals 
involved in their creation could be 
considered a form of necromancy. This 
refers to ritual techniques designed to 
harness powers believed to reside within 
human remains. Many of the famed 
makers of Phra Khun Phaen amulets 
originated from the Cambodian region. 
Achan Nu, for instance, was a monk 
originally from Cambodia, while Achan 
Pleng was a layman from Surin province, 
which borders Cambodia.
 Monks from other parts of Thailand 
also commonly use Khom script when 
inscribing mantras on amulets. The 

use of Khom script in Thailand is likely 
 

magic ( , saiyasat), including 
the making of kuman thongs, has its roots 
in ancient Khmer ritualistic traditions. 
The reputation of monks like Achan 
Nu and Achan Pleng for creating Phra 
Khun Phaen amulets may be due to the 
persistence of certain ritual traditions, 
possibly involving necromantic elements, 
in and around Cambodia. However, this 

seems more plausible is that the fame 
of these monks and their amulets in 
modern-day Thailand is partly driven 
by the common Thai belief that Khmer 

©
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magic.
 As mentioned earlier, amulets incor-
porating body parts as a major com- 
ponent often feature a buddha as the 

 
to this are the Phra Khun Phaen amulets 
of another famous monk, Luang Pho 
Kuai ( ; 1905  
his amulets with the intention to 

the KCKP holding a kuman thong and 
riding a phrai (spirit or ghost) depicted 
with a human crane. This amulet, known 
as Phra Khun Phaen Khi Hong Phrai 
(  [ , is 
possibly one of the earliest attempts to 

 
( , mahapurut; Skt., ), 
characterized by long ears and what 
resembles a cranial protuberance 
(Skt., ) typically associated with 
buddhas. Another intriguing amulet 
representing the Khun Phaen character 
is the Khun Phaen Um Nang Phim 
( ). It is a pentagonal-
shaped amulet that depicts Khun Phaen 
holding Nang Phim ( ) or Nang 
Phimphilalai ( ), another 
name for Nang Wanthong, on his lap. It 

but the same image has been copied and 
made by many monks and occultists using 
various unusual ingredients. One of the 
most bizarre versions is the one 
imprinted on a piece of dried elephant 
penis, believed to confer magical 
powers of sexual vigor and attraction 
[  .16

16 Prevalent in Surin province, near the Cambodian 
border, this branch of wicha ( ; Skt., ) or magical 

chang phasom khlong 
(

 In the modern Thai amulet industry, 

necessarily have to be of a buddha. 
In fact, images of Hindu and Chinese 
deities, local deities and spirits, and 
living and deceased monarchs are widely 
represented on amulets. Even amulets 

the bald and ugly rival of Khun Phaen, 
have also surfaced in recent years. They 
are believed to help wearers acquire 
immense wealth, much as Khun Chang is 
rich and lucky in KCKP. An example of a 

greatly enhance sexual attraction. It uses the allegory 
of a male elephant capable of impregnating many 
females in his herd.

© 
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popular Khun Chang amulet [
was made by Kruba Chanta ( ; 
1925–2001), a kechi achan from Lamphun 
in northern Thailand.

The presence of spirit houses in nearly 
every household and at least one ghost 
movie showing in a cinema at any given 
time in Thailand are testaments to a 
fascination that death is alive and 
thriving under the guise of orthodox 
Buddhism. Andrew Johnson (2015; 2016) 
argues that Thai kinship with the dead, 
especially violent spirits, allows them 
to renegotiate their positions with the 
unseen world, outside of social norms, 
which would otherwise not be possible 
in everyday life. If this theory has some 
merit, it should not come as a surprise 

that stories and objects associated with 
necromancy resonate with Thais. The 
ghostly tale of Mae Nak, for example, is 
so popular that it has been produced as 
a movie approximately 32 times.
 Similarly, the amulet and other 
industries related to the spiritual (such 
as tattoos and astrology) boomed or 
revitalized along with the market economy 

Richard Roberts (1995) and Peter Jackson 
(1999) refer to these phenomena as 

practices centered around the accumu-
lation of wealth. Jackson (2022) used 

 
religious activity which emerged during 
a decade of economic hardship following 

 
 

describes these cults of wealth as move-
ments involving the worship of a quartet 
of divine personalities by the Thai 
middle and elite classes. These include  
the divinized King Chulalongkorn, 

 
  ( ;

 
in Chinese Buddhism), and certain kechi 
achans. The economic boom and 
subsequent bust of the mid-1990s fueled 
a desire for prosperity and quick 
success, turning Phra Khun Phaen 

as kuman thongs into highly sought- 
after commodities. These items were in 
high demand not only in Thailand but 
also among businessmen from mainland 
China, Taiwan, Singapore, and Vietnam, 
who are willing to pay a premium, 

 

 
Phra Khun Phaen amulets have surpassed 

© 
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those of century-old ones. Today, Luang 
Pu Thim’s Phra Khun Phaen amulets 
can fetch up to one million baht, 
Luang Pho Te’s around 400,000 THB, 
Achan Pleng’s just under 100,000 THB, 
and Luang Pho Kuai’s are priced at a 
few thousand baht.  There seems to 
 

is US$1 = 35.86.

be a trend: the more bizarre the story, 
especially if it involves body parts as a 
key ingredient, the higher the price the 
amulet commands. Many of these high-
priced amulets are now owned by Asian 
businessmen and it is said that their 
value doubles once they leave Thailand.

The aura of mystery, supernatural 
elements, and the use of body parts and 
secretions have made Phra Khun Phaen 
amulets highly popular both in Thailand 
and abroad. A closer examination of this 
modern phenomenon reveals shifts in 
themes and purposes over time.
 Initially, tablets depicting a buddha 
were created as acts of merit. At some 
point, a particular pose found on old 
tablets from Suphanburi and Ayutthaya 

 
similar to Khun Phaen’s power to 

 
World War II era, when the 
population faced economic hardship, 
the character and supernatural feats 
of Khun Phaen, as depicted in KCKP, 
often involving ghosts and spirits, 
inspired certain monks known as kechi 
achans to create a new type of Phra 
Khun Phaen amulet. These new amulets 
retained the original form from the 
 

Ayutthaya era but combined traditional 
buddha elements with those of a 
talisman. They featured images of the 

kuman thongs and incorporated unusual 
substances such as human body parts 
and secretions from corpses. Soon after, 
some amulet makers attempted to 

KCKP epic, transforming a divine image 
into a mortal one—perhaps making it 
easier for people to relate to.
 The popularity of these macabre 

growing economy driven by aggressive 
pursuits of money, power, and status. 
Essentially, the evolution of the Phra 
Khun Phaen amulet in modern Thai-
land illustrates how an object can be 
reinterpreted to align with human fears 
and to respond to times of severe crisis. 
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In June 2020, a consecration ceremony 
 

spaces in Ang Thong, Samut Sakhon, 
and Phetchaburi provinces in central 

 
issue a rian ( ), sacred medallion, 
depicting not a monk, as was usual, but 

 
an elderly man wearing a blue kui heng 
( ; ) shirt.2 The portrait was of 

1 Pridi Banomyong International College, Thammasat 
University, Bangkok. Email: thomas.b@pbic.tu.ac.th.
2 Chinese words are given in the southern Min dialect,  

people.

Sian Pae Rongsi ( ; about 

the rice mill”, an occupation historically 
associated with Chinese immigrants in 
Thailand. The issuance of this amulet 
was termed heng sut (
lucky” issue of the Sian Pae Rongsi 

minted since 1976. The word heng ( ) 
is a Chinese borrowing. The presence 
of Chinese characters on the medallion 
with a bagua ( )3 on the reverse 
recall the Chinese tradition of minting 

3 A bagua is an eight-sided, octagonal, stylized map 
with the Yin and Yang ( ) symbol in the middle. It 
is a tool for feng shui ( ) practitioners.

1

contributions to the Thai economy and their integration into Thai society, 
largely shaped by nationalistic policies. This article, however, explores the 
religious integration of Chinese migrants, challenging the assumption that 
they seamlessly adopted Theravada Buddhist practices. It delves into the 

 
rice miller. Their enshrinement in medallions, traditionally reserved for 

 Amulet Culture; Bangkok Chinatown; Religious Integration; Sian Pae 
Rongsi; Sino

for your son to come and do good business here too”.
Botan,  [Letters from Thailand], 2512

Journal of the Siam Society
5 © The Siam Society Under Royal Patronage



ya sheng qian ( ), Chinese numis- 
matic charms, which are traded in the 
Thai amulet market as rian chin boran 
( ) or ku chian ( ; 

), meaning, ancient Chinese coins 
(Fang & Thierry 2016: 6 30) [ . 
 In the issuing ceremony, the three 
stages of consecration were conducted 
in both Thai wats and Chinese pagodas 

 Master 
monks, skilled in consecration rituals 
called kechi achan ( ).5 This 

 
 

representing a Chinese diasporic identity 

Thai Buddhist saint. Almost because, as 

variant of Theravada Buddhism, which, as Justin  

or repertoire, that have not been considered properly 
Theravada, if such an archetype does in fact exist.
5 See MGR Online, 27 June 2020: https://mgronline.
com/entertainment/detail/9630000066151.

the word sian ( ) from  (xian) suggests 

ceremony also drew on another form 
 

tradition of immortalization.
 A rice miller represents an archetype 
of the successful Chinese immigrant. 
The argument of this article is that 

religious devotion allows the migrant 
community’s origin narrative to draw 
on their power to consecrate that 

 

setting. The story’s appearance in a 
popular online newspaper also suggests 
how cyberspace played a crucial role in 
making this practically achievable in 
early 21st-century Thailand. This study 
then asks how and why the supernatural 
veneration of recent historical Chinese 

 
consider the relationship between 
venerated Chinese immigrants and the 

bagua MGR Online
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common features of that veneration 
within a Thai amulet culture and how 
developments in amulet culture have 
facilitated their veneration.

Sian Pae Rongsi’s portrait, complete 
with his name in Chinese characters 
( , wu jin xi xian) can be found 
throughout Thailand, particularly on 
the walls or entrances to small businesses. 

of his seated image at Wat San Chao  
( ) in Pathum Thani and his 
yantra cloth ( , pha yan), are  
repositories of supernatural power and 
reward the devotee with the granting of 
success in matters related to commerce 

6

 Sian Pae Rongsi is not the only 
supernaturally venerated member of 
the Chinese diaspora in Thailand. In the 
early 2000s, a connected set of three 
small, framed photographs was put on 
sale in Phlapphlachai ( ) 
street in Sampanthawong ( ) 

district of Bangkok -
graph to the left was of a golden statue 

, on which see 
below), the second portrait depicted  

dressed in the robes of a Chinese man-

nuan mao (  
( ; -

6 See also the online hagiographies published 
in Siamrath on 10 March 2022: https://siamrath.

, detail his business-improving  
powers, and on Sanook.com on 9 June 2023:   

.

man was a lottery tax farmer for the  
Siamese state and a leader of the Chi-

-
natural power assists devotees in  
winning at gambling which, because 
this activity is now illegal, usually 

caretakers contrast his veneration with 
Sian Pae Rongsi, depicted in the third 
portrait to the right [  

focused on luck in gambling, while Sian 
Pae Rongsi’s powers are considered 
white, being focused on improving com-

 
magical attributes, Sian Pae Rongsi’s 

 
assertion of Chinese immigrant identity 
employing modes of veneration  
developed in dialogue between Chinese 
and Thai religious systems. 

 
social roles and political standings and 
at least one generation apart, both Yi 

during Siam’s transformative modern 
period (from 1855). Thus, they represent 
complementary archetypes of the  
successful Chinese immigrant: hard-working, 
enterprising individuals who built 

 
in their respective communities and 

 

this period was nation-building and the 
assimilation of a variety of peoples 

ostensibly homogenous Thai population 

indivisible category, but the persistence 
of hyphenated Thai nomenclature, such 
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assimilation is more aptly described as 
integration, a two-way process synthesizing 
element of both cultures and the host’s 
acceptance of the compartmentalized 
perpetuation of a migrant group’s  

 
cutting of ties with the Communist 
mainland and attempts at the diaspora’s 
forced assimilation under Thai Anti-
Communist regimes, Chinese immigrants 

thai chuea 
sai chin ( ) (Sitthithep 2017).
 

In contrast to other Southeast Asian 
societies, the assimilation of Chinese 

into Thai society is assumed to have 
been a successful and frictionless 
process resulting in the Chinese adoption 
of key aspects of Thainess or khwam 
pen thai ( ): loyalty to the 
Thai monarchy (rather than the 
Chinese homeland); Thai Sanskritic 
names and surnames; use of the Thai 
language; and patronage of Thai Theravada 
wats.7 
 This success story was expressed as 

phrase, tai rom phraboromaphothisophan  
( ), means under  
the shade of the parasol of the king’s  
benevolence and has a religious conno-

7
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tation. The term  in San-
skrit refers to the accumulation of merit 
or qualities necessary for achieving  
enlightenment and helping others on 
the path; metaphorically it applies to 
the Thai king’s status as a bodhisattva.  
The conservative public intellectual 

1995) understood that it referred to a 
Buddhist king’s capacity to protect and 
shelter people of all religions which 
could be understood as the country’s 
immigrant population.8 Implicit in the 

 
destitute migrants. This aspect of the 
Chinese diaspora is captured in the 
second phrase, originally used to refer 
to Chinese immigrants arriving after 

and Communism. This second phrase, 
suea phuen mon bai ( ), 

Thai businessmen in a variety of media 
mat and a pillow, 

the Chinese immigrant arrived in Siam 
and built himself up from the ground”.9 

 
assimilation epic was selective, neglecting 
the pressures exerted by Siamese or 
Thai governments on a numerically  
challenging diaspora in pursuit of  
assimilation, the neutralization of a  
potential threat to their authority, and 
persistent poverty and racism  

10 

8 See Siamrath, 1 November 2016: https://siamrath.
.

9 Expressions of the narrative include Sawai 2500, Botan 
2512, Withaya 2530, and Sng & Phimpraphai 2015.
10 For the Chinese diaspora in Siam/Thailand, see 
Wasana 2019.

 Assimilation could also be achieved 
through matters of religion. This  
required both Chinese immigrant and 
Thai host to re-imagine their places in 
an existing host Thai cosmology. The 
modern Thai or Siamese state, whether 
under absolute monarchy, constitutional 
reformists, or the military, consistently 
imagined itself as a sacred Buddhist 
entity.11 Christine Gray argues that 
the Thai host associated the Chinese  
migrant in Thai cosmology with the  
Indic concept of setthi ( ), wealthy 
trader. Chinese adoption of Theravada 
religious identity became a means by 

 
 

connecting them to features of the  

describes a one-way process of religious 
assimilation in which Chinese businessmen 
patronized Theravadan ceremonies and 
donated to the bodhisattva-like king 
through the worldly wealth they had 
accumulated.

 
cults suggest a two-way process as 

 
the Thai Theravadan world also accepted 
and incorporated elements of Chinese 
immigrant religious expression. In doing 
so, a physical and performative 

-
munity’s epic narrative was created 
[ . 
 Both 
Rongsi’s shrines are located within two 

identity, suggesting integration through 
 

11 This is a general theme in Thai Studies, see for 
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Rongsi’s shrine is within the precincts 
of a Thai wat, thus representing Thai  

 
Phlapphlachai Metropolitan Police  
Station 1 ( 1), 
thus representing a Chinese presence 
in Thai secular authority. Both shrines 
were built during Thailand’s rapid  
economic growth in the 1980s and  
early 1990s, for which the Chinese came 
to be credited. A self-congratulatory  

to emerge during this time after 
years of self-suppression under the  
nationalistic assimilationist policies of  
successive Thai governments (Pasuk & 

Baker 1998: 196; Wasana 2009). These 
enshrinements may be seen as the  
actions of a Chinese folk religious com-
munity that had come to be welcomed 
into the Thai religious milieu as a  
facilitator of prosperity during a period 
of dramatic change for both host and 

-

 
of worship, in the form of shrines and 

 The development of these prosperity 
 

and folk religion, resulted from the  
growth that emerged during the 
economic boom. Peter Jackson argues 

yantra

chao sua
barami 
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that such religious movements provided 
people with an alternative to both 

 
 

them, and an alternative route to 

 
route to parallel the purely material  
one dominated by the globally 
connected successful business class. One 
outcome of these new movements was 
the levelling of the prestige hitherto 

 
 

It also allowed for an explosion of 
  ( ; 

) in Thailand, for example, allowed 
for Chineseness in religion to be 
embraced by the Thai Buddhist 

 
her Chineseness because she is also 
seen as Buddhist and thus is more 
assimilable than the Eight Taoist 
Immortals (Itsara 2531). Religious 
assimilation between Thai and Chinese 
immigrant traditions, then, has its 
limits. 
 While assimilation of Chinese 
religious iconography and concepts 
might not be easily achievable within 
the precincts of a wat, it might be 
achieved in the less  Buddhist world  

 
portraits, though dominant, are sold 
alongside talismans, magical devices, 
and depictions of non-Buddhist beings. 
Thus, not only did the growth of 
prosperity cults open space within the 
Thai Theravadan religious sphere, but 
the inclusion of Chinese migrant saints 

 
such traditional Chinese practices as 

The religious basis for the supernatural 
veneration of these two Chinese  
immigrants in the late 20th century 
was the result of innovative mixtures of 

 
over by southern Chinese immigrants 
along with Thai traditions of Buddhist 
sainthood. Although supernatural  

in many cultures, these two cases 
occurred as part of a diaspora with their 

12 
Deification or immortalization in 
Chinese religious traditions largely 

 
of a distant past, though the granting 
of sian-hood did occur into the 20th 
century in China (Xie 2010; Ownby et al. 

 
can be found in Thailand in the use of 
the term sian.

been closely associated with Taoism 
 

tradition then have a direct bearing 
 

supernatural veneration? In his article 
on Swatow ( , Shantou) loan words 
current in Thailand in the 1950s, Søren 
Egerod records the meaning of sian as 

however, in the modern Thai context, 
sian, accorded to Pae Rongsi, primarily 

sian has 
been combined with phra to coin sian 
phra ( ), an expert in amulet 
authentication. Furthermore, sian has 
been extended to other fortune-linked 

12

practices. For a comparison of southern Chinese reli-
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activities such as stock trading, as in sian 
hun ( ), expert in trading stocks.13 

of sian with magical immortals and its 
religious connotation has not been 
wholly lost, as religious references 
to immortals are still current among  

describe aspects of Chinese folk religion 
in Thailand that are neither Buddhist  

religious references, including a Tao-
related concept of xian, form part of the 

 
they continue to do so in southern  
China.  Depictions of the Eight Immortals 
( , poi sian) can be found in some 
of the san chao ( ) in Bangkok, as 
well as the local name given to a Chinese 
food recipe ( ) and a popular brand 
of inhalant.

that no organized Taoist priesthood or 
genealogy of masters was transferred to 
Thailand, which meant the absence of 
proper Taoist temples ( , daoguan).  

institutionalized world to communally 
establish their own shrines (known as 
gong , miao , or tang ), or  
collectively as san chao as they became 
known in Thai.This meant there was 
little centralized Chinese institutional 
force limiting the development of reli-
gious expression. Chinese folk or popu-
lar religion is better understood as  
syncretic rather than having a core 
coming from one of the three great 
traditions of Taoism, Buddhism, and 

13 The title of a 2012 book entitled 
[Incisive… Stock Expert] by Boonchai Chaiyen (2555).

Confucianism.15 The bagua trigram with 
yin-yang design which appears on the 

amulets is not exclusively Taoist. Nor is 
the term sian/xian (Campany 2009). 

 
see also Teiser 1995), Chinese popular 
religion has eclectic capacity. This 
meant that there was a propensity to 
draw upon or emulate host concepts of 

ariyasong ( ), great monks, into 
phra saksit (
of veneration, transformed through 
material cultural expression, in both 
amulet and statue form, consecration, 
and attendant narratives, which stemmed 
from the Thai Theravadan tradition 

canonization of Sian Pae Rongsi  
sian has, 

to some extent, reunited with its original  
Chinese religious meaning, adding a  
conspicuous Chinese dimension to his 

 Immigrants also brought Confucian 
traditions to Thailand. These traditions 
of ancestor veneration are the most 
evident foundations for apotheosis in 
Chinese religious culture, with exemplary 

), enshrined 
as gods (shen ) (Clart 2012: 222; Achirat 

 

using the Thai term thep (
Pali deva, is described as a god.  Since 
this associates him with Buddhist  

 
within Theravadan cosmological space. 

thep chao choklap 

15 For a further discussion of Chinese religious 
traditions in Thailand, see article by Guanxiong Qi, 
this Special Edition.
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ong raek haeng sayam prathet (
 
 

among a pantheon of Chinese fortune 
gods such as Chai Sing Eeya,  
( ; ), who was also a  

Eeya, suggest this source of inspiration 
for his elevation [ . While 
Sian Pae Rongsi is given the title sian 

 
hagiography claims he was the avatar 
of the god of the local shrine and is 
sometimes called thep chao ( ), a 
god.16 

The sanctification of Chinese 
immigrants was not only  the result of 
an eclectic dialogue between Thai and 
immigrant Chinese cultural spheres, 

 
amulet culture. Medallion-based  
portraits of both  and Sian 
Pae Rongsi were accepted into the Thai 
amulet tradition, intimately connected to 

the consecration ceremony (Chalong 
2551; 2013). Unlike clay amulets, 
medallions of metal were better able 
to reproduce and maintain accurate, 

 
medallions derived from the European 
tradition of commemorative medals and 

return from his visit to Europe in 1897. 
 

of Buddhaviriyakara ( ), 
the abbot of Wat Sattanarotporiwat 

16 See for example an online Banmuang article,  
15 October 2022, in which Sian Pae Rongsi is called 
the God of the Chao Phraya Basin in Pathum Thani 
( ): https://www.ban-
muang.co.th/news/region/300639.

( ) in Ratchaburi province 
in 1915.17 Medallions were also associated 
with the monk’s temple, minted to raise 

shrine-amulet association extended 
to Chinese shrines; the earliest Thai 
medallions depicting Chinese gods 
were minted in support of their shrines 
from 1950.18 Accurate portraiture also 
allowed for the inclusion of lay adepts 
on amulets which began to appear from 

17 See Siamrath, 17 December 2020: https://siamrath.
co.th/n/306510.
18 See for example a marketing article in the online  
Banmuang of 11 April 2021 promoting the Chao Pho 
Suea silver medallion (

https://www.banmuang.co.th/column/other/6321.
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adepts, known as kharawat ( ) 
were practitioners of Thai folk religion, 
saiyasat ( ) called chom khamang 
wet ( ).19 

The third aspect of the sacralization of 

was the development of hagiographic 
narratives and their dissemination 
through the medium of amulet magazines. 

-
talization is a consensual emergence of 
a community-generated hagiographic 
narrative. This narrative extends beyond 
the life of the individual into the 
miracles of his afterlife, shared and 
augmented by a community dynamic, 
including both living relatives and those 
with no other connection to the historical 

such as Anachak Phra Khrueang (
), from its earliest publication 

 
narrative hagiographies of commemo- 
rated people, as well as to serve as sources 
of information for methods of devotion. 
These magazines helped raise the 

 
amulet. If a novel amulet appeared in 
one, it would increase its value and the 
popularity of the shrine or wat with 
which it was associated. The appearance 
of an authentication guide to a rian in an 
amulet magazine came to mark acceptance 
into the pantheon and indicated the 
high value placed upon it.

19 For definitions of saiyasat in premodern Thai 
religious practices, see article by Chris Baker & Pasuk 
Phongpaichit, this Special Edition.

 With the emergence of online 
newspapers on the world wide web in 
Thailand beginning in about 2000, 
collective narrative formation moved 
online. Interactive participation with 
the readership in shaping stories 
became possible (Campbell 2012).20

audiences at their shrines and were 
replicated in both formal and social 
media channels. The online presence of 
these narratives in a Facebook group, 

Group at Wat Sanchao in Pathum Thani” 
( ), 
and in online articles, such as in Siamrath, 
both disseminate and reinforce their 

proper way to venerate him.21 From the 
2010s, e-commerce platforms, such as 
Lazada and Shopee, founded in 2012 and 
2015 respectively, as well as smaller 

as Thaprachan.com became places where 
hagiographies were retold in relation to 
the religious paraphernalia they sold.22 
Such narratives belong within a long 
tradition of sacred narrative production 
in both the Theravadan and Chinese 

20 Siamrath published an online edition from 2002; 
internet forum Panthip began in 1996; Sanook.com 
in 1998; YouTube from 2005; Facebook groups were 
launched in 2011.
21 Examples of Sian Pae Rongsi’s online hagiographies 
include, Kom Chad Luek, 8 February 2016: https://
www.komchadluek.net/news/knowledge/222002;  
Siamrath, 23 June 2019: https://siamrath.co.th/n/ 

; and Thairath, 20 January 2023: https://www.
thairath.co.th/horoscope/belief/2607793.
22 See for example a Lazada blog article (13 December 
2023) that introduced a new generation of shoppers 
to the eight immortals: https://www.lazada.co.th/
blog/8- / or a Shopee blog article (12 October 
2023) that sought to persuade shoppers of the wealth 

https://shop-
ee.co.th/blog/zian-pae-rong-si/. 
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societies (Schober 1997; Ownby et al. 
2017).23 In order to understand how a 

multiple cultural factors we can turn to 

 
in the late 2010s giving an account of 

 

more complicated life stories recounted 
by historians interested in the politics 
of Chinese society in Bangkok, such 

 

to these studies, his reputation as a 

sphere through donation plaques, word 

is, for example, depicted as a paradigm 
of achievement by the main protagonist 
in the novel, Letters from Thailand, set in 

in Qiyuan village in the Chaozhou area 
of Guangdong province, or in Siam and 
returned to China in his infancy.  Whether 
or not he was born in Siam, he arrived in 

variously Zheng Yi Feng ( ), i.e., 
) in Teochew, and 

means righteous and rich of the Zheng 
clan, or Zheng Zhi Yong ( ), i.e., 
Tae Ti Yong ( ) in Teochew, meaning 
wisdom and bravery of the Zheng clan. 

, er ge 

23 For the narrative in a religious context, see 

feng) means second elder brother and 
refers to his senior position in the 

, tian di 
hui). This was a secret society like the 
Ang Yi ( ), which, for all their social 
solidarity activities, were organized 

in the politics of the homeland, originally 
backing conservative reformists but 
paid lip-service to the more radical 
republican groupings that came into the 
ascendant when it was expedient to do 

-

lottery tax farmer. At the same time, he 
was viewed with mistrust by the 
Siamese establishment with his likely 
use of French citizenship and his 
sponsorship of the June 1910 strike 
against raising taxes on the Chinese 

 
with the rank of phra and bestowed the 
name Anuwatratchaniyom (

) and the surname Techawanit 
(  

tax farm was closed and he lost the 
 

shipping business to the French and fell 

went into debt and bequeathed his 
mansion to the police on his death in 

 
fortunes declined towards the end of 

While his association with the lottery 
is crucial to this process, other factors 

no adept, but his actions represented 
important Chinese religious values, such 
as material success and community-
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in a leading position in diasporic society, 
hence his transformation from gang 
leader to extravagant benefactor, with 
donations made to the Siamese state, 
to the diaspora in building schools, and 

).
 

group of eleven wealthy patrons to 
found in 1909 the Overseas Chinese Bao 
De Shan Tang Foundation ( ; 
Poh Teck Tung in Teochew) which  
collects unclaimed corpses for burial 
or cremation and other uses (McDaniel 

this day, a quasi-religious organization 
inspired by the Great Patriarch Da Feng 
( ; about 

 

and dedicated his life to charity work 
in the Teochew homeland of northern 

already been brought to Bangkok from 
China before the Foundation was estab-

 
role in moving it to its present location 
in 1909; the shrine, the san chao tai 
hong kong ( ), opposite the 
Phlapphlachai Police Station, houses 
the presiding deity of the Foundation.  

-
natural veneration began with the con-
struction of the Phlapphlachai Police 

MGR Online magazine in an 
article of 26 October 2022, describing him as the saint 
of the destitute and the unclaimed dead: https://

.

Station, referred to earlier, on the site of 

shrine was erected in appreciation to Yi 

This shrine subsequently burned down, 
but was restored in cement by the novelist 
policeman Likhit Watanapakon (

the shrine housed the spirit, chao thi 
( ), of the land. 
 Narratives in various media relate 
an important transitional story. 
According to online urban legends, 
as a young man, Teochew immigrant, 

; born around 1950), born 
Zhou Yafa ( ), known as Brother 
Mao ( ; , hia mao), was 
imprisoned in one of the cells of the 
police station. While imprisoned, he 
dreamt of an old man and gained access 
to the rooftop shrine and found the 

Subsequently acquitted, he attempted 
to live a life combining his love of the 
lottery with virtuous acts and became a 
community benefactor. In 1991, when 
the original Phlapphlachai Police 
Station was demolished, the shrine to 

shrine, opposite 
the police station. After a new police 
station was built, Brother Mao assumed 
a leading role in the building of a new 
roof-top shrine in 1993 where his name 
is listed as one of the principal 
benefactors. The shrine today is an 
elaborately decorated san chao complete 

25 

25  

( ) 
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 The amulet commemorating the 
opening of the new shrine combined 
elements of Chineseness with Thai 
understandings of supernatural power. 

on the reverse with, on each side of the 
portrait, an unalom ( ) design 
with writings referring to the Buddhist 
concepts of decha ( ) and taba ( ), 
power and extreme ascetic self- 
discipline respectively. Beneath the 
picture was an inscription commemo- 
rating the opening of the police  
station in 1995. Maha-amnat ( ), 

the portrait, conveying the power 

and, by implication, transferring some 
of this power to the amulet. The Chinese 

 (wan shi ru yi
wishes come true”, satisfying one of the 

in his YouTube videos, and have found a popular 
Chinese market as in this amulet marketing hagiography 

): 
https://www.sumyukokhk.com/pages/ .

roles of an amulet. 5 depicts 
a later amulet created in 2021 on the 
26th anniversary of the police station, 

 

Feng was instrumental in elevating Yi 

Further cementing the relationship, 
 

image in the latter’s shrine [ .

combined the Chinese tradition of 
ancestor worship with Thai traditions 
of chao thi, the minting of amulets 
associated with particular shrines to 

 
a sort of portable imitation shrine. The 
tradition of Buddhist sainthood mani-
fested in the amulet portrait and the 
inclusion of lay adepts on such amulets, 
such as the miracle narrative of Brother 
Mao, also conveniently combined the  
vice of gambling and the virtue of  
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this combination brought about a  
reconciliation between his original 
role as second elder brother and his 
later role as charitable benefactor, 
the latter a role he had actively advertised. 
The enshrinement of Sian Pae Rongsi 
was less problematic, but the sources of 
enshrinement and the motives were the 

 

 

The man who became Sian Pae Rongsi 
) of the Ngow 

( ) or Wu ( ) clan in Chenghai 
( ; ) in the Chouzhou region of 
southern China around 1898.26

immigrated to Siam with his elder  
 

Chulalongkorn in 1908. Sian Pae Rongsi 
was ten years at the time. Local people 
in Samphanthawong ( ) district 

worked and lived around Yaowarat 
( ), i.e., Chinatown, where he  
became friends with the founders of 

story adds to his reputation as an advisor 
to a well-known wealth generator and 

This detail also ties the Yaowarat com-
munity to him, in contrast to historical 
fact, for his life is primarily associated 

26 Online narratives for Sian Pae Rongsi were disseminated 
in anonymous blog format on large corporate websites 
such as Sanook.com and telecommunications company 
True, particularly from the end of the 2010s. Examples 
include: https://www.trueplookpanya.com/knowledge/
content/78632/, 15 February 2019; https://travel.

, 19 January 2022; and 
, 9 June 2023.

with Pathum Thani north of Bangkok. 

a laborer, but thereafter entered the 
very Chinese world of rice milling at the 
South Bang Pho Rice mill ( ), 
in the Bang Due ( ) sub-district of 
Pathum Thani. 
 Diligence and honesty are the themes 

earning the trust of a rice mill-owning 
couple to marry their daughter in his 
twenty-second year. She subsequently 
bore him ten children. In the 1920s, he 

Chiang Rak ( ), also 
in Pathum Thani ( ), naming it 
Thong Siri Mechanized Rice Mill (

), Thong Siri ( ), meaning 
 

), meaning Teochew for gold. It 
was built within the community of Wat 
Bangkadi ( ) on the Chao Phraya 

( ), directly opposite Wat 
 

acquired Siamese nationality and  
changed his name to Nathi ( ) meaning 

  
 

increased and he became commonly 
known as thao kae ( ;  or ) 

pae ).

with the small san chao (in Thai, shrine) or 
miao ( ) in the precinct of Wat San Chao 
on the banks of the Chao Phraya called 
San Chao Pho Pu ( ) or Pueng 

 ( ). Whenever 

 
expertise lay in his knowledge of huang 
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chui ( ), Teochew for feng shui 
( ). Transport in Pathum Thani prior 
to the 1960s was waterborne and he 
would be remembered for paddling his 
boat to assist those in need. This aid often 
took the form of advice which, when 
followed, seemed to work. This combi-

silatham  
( , moral precepts) and to a sacred 

was also a serious practitioner of ritual. 
A miracle story is told that, during 
preparations for the annual four-day 
festival which he initiated to take place 
from the full moon to the half-moon 

chiang-nguai 
siu-ngo to chiang-nguai siu-poi” (

Ch.,  

), dark rain clouds appeared in 
 

lit some  incense sticks and blew the 
smoke away, also clearing the sky. This 

 
increase in the number and kinds of 
people seeking him out, particularly 
entrepreneurs who were interested in 

 
businesses. Thus he developed a 
following of luk sits ( ), students 
or disciples, and acquired the titles achan 
( ), master, and sian, adept. A wart 
on his forehead midway between his 
eyes probably added to his reputation, 
since in Buddhist belief the  was 
one of the auspicious marks of a Great 
Man [ .

As transportation and communica-
tions improved in Pathum Thani during 
the 1960s, knowledge of and access to 

for chewing betel and, by way of com-
pensation, visitors would prepare betel 

yantra 
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growth spurt from the mid-1970s, which 
perhaps helped enhance his reputation 
for good advice. As he grew older, his 
thin, stooped appearance resembled 

 
 In 1975, he began distributing his 
own, hand-painted yantra cloth, which 
strengthened his reputation as an adept. 
On an oblong yellow cloth, he painted 
four Chinese characters in green ink: 

 (tian guan ci fu), pronounced 
tian kua sue hok in Teochew, translated 

yan fa prathan 
phon ( ).27 This resembled 
a hu ( ), the tradition of Chinese paper 
or cloth talismans consisting of incan-

27 See Thairath, 5 June 2023: https://www.thairath.
.

tations painted on paper or cloth and 
associated with Taoism. Devotees claimed 
deeper roots for it, referencing a 

used in shrines at the front of houses 
or above doors. This deity was one of 
three who stood one rank below that of 

and who may have derived from a Taoist 
deity Yuanshi Tianzun ( ) (Oxtoby 
2002: 393). The purpose of the yantra 

huang chui; 
it became associated with attracting 
customers. Shopkeepers in the old 
Chinese heartland of Bangkok, in  
Samphanthawong, placed them above 
their shop entrances [ . 
 On his 79th birthday, 9 August 1976 
(2519 ), some of his wealthier dis-

honor. The obverse shows his portrait  
surrounded by Chinese characters; the 

Yantra 
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reverse depicts his yantra.28 The occasion 
for its minting was inscribed in Thai on 
the reverse as well [ . 
 Two years after his death at 05.30 am 

family in Bangkok constructed a sala, 
san chao, bearing

28

( ) published in the amulet 
magazine Thai Phra ) in April 2018 (2561 ).

his Thai name, within the precinct of 
Wat San Chao in Pathum Thani. In the 
san chao they enshrined his life-sized 
image for veneration for public 
audiences completing the process of 
immortalization .29

29 Accounts of his enshrinement are found in online 
sources such as Sanook.com’s hagiography of  
27 February 2023:  https://www.sanook.com/

.

 

of social status, political impact, and 
degree or nature of piety, nevertheless 
exhibit characteristics of the mat and 
pillow under the parasol of the Buddhist 

by their enshrinement in Chinese san 

 

Thai Phra

 

Thai Phra

*********

chao and in their Thai commemoration 
through amulets by present day members 
of the Chinese diaspora. Their amulets 

tradition. Two other Thai-based Chinese 
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immigrants, Sian Pae Rong Si and Yi 
 

assimilated into a Buddhist narrative. 
Only the term sian and his Confucian 

the Chinese tradition of immortaliza-

retain a more pronounced segregated 
Chinese religious identity although, in 
certain ways, they are integrated, on 
their own terms, into the Thai religious 
milieu. The presence of their san chao 
within, respectively, a Thai temple and 
an organ of the Thai state, the 

 
next to a statue of the buddha and a 
Thai spirit house ( , san phra 

the eastern fringes of Bangkok towards 
Chachoengsao, with both shrine and 
medallion traditions from 1953, who 
died in a meditating posture and was 
proclaimed a bodhisattva; and Luang 

as Tai Sue Yen Bun ( ), a 
prominent monk of the Mahayana 
Buddhist sect in Thailand minted 
in 1979 and featuring script in Chinese.30

 
 

30

sacred goods market as in a Banmuang article of 18 
August 2018: https://www.banmuang.co.th/news/
education/122121.
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phum) on a police station’s rooftop, and 
the consecration of their amulets in 
Theravada temples by kechi achan or 
master monks, illustrate an accommodated 
integration of Chinese immigrant 
religious practices. This integration is 

 
 

spaces, where interaction with Thais 
from outside of that tradition is 
possible but where it occurs on 

 
of immortalization have been 

 
 

community enshrined.
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Inventing Thai Amu-
lets for the Chinese:  
Achan Meng and the Nine-Tailed 
Fox Amulet1

Introduction

On 27 September 2023, I attended the 
second anniversary of the death of 
Achan Meng Khunphaen (

) at his ritual studio in Minburi, 
Bangkok. Achan Meng (1957–2021) was 
a Thai lay ritual master specializing in 
incantation ( , mon), yantra design 
( , yan),2 and the making of sacred 
objects ( , khrueang rang). 
The commemoration started at about 
09.00 am. His son, Paeng Khunphaen 
( ), set up an altar and 
performed the appropriate rituals 

1 Chulalongkorn University (PhD Candidate). Email: 
6588801922@student.chula.ac.th. 
2 Yantra is a type of magic device which uses letters, 
numbers, geometrical diagram, and other elements 
to induce supranormal abilities. The yantra patterns 

 

and printed on a cloth. See also the article by Chris 
Baker & Pasuk Phongpaichit, this Special Edition.

 

Guanxiong Qi1

amulet by Achan Meng Khunphaen (1957–2021), a Sino–Thai lay ritualist. 
 
 

Opinions about his legitimacy vary, with some viewing him as a swindling 

of “cults of charisma” since the late 2000s, bridging two cultural traditions.

 
Thai Amulets

burning. More than 20 disciples and 

 
organize this anniversary commemoration. 
Attendees queued to worship Achan 

lunch together [  1]. 
 

, nang phaya chingchok kao hang; 
Ch., , jiuwei hu pai), Achan Meng 
is more famous, not to mention contro
versial, amongst the ethnic Chinese in 
mainland China, Hong Kong, Taiwan, 
Malaysia, and Singapore than among 
Thai people.3 Due to his Chinese ancestry, 

3 When I use terms “Chinese” and “ethnic Chinese”,  
 

Mandarin, Cantonese, or Teochew. “Chinese” as an ethnic 
identity should not be confused with citizenship in 
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and was an amulet trader based in Penang, 
Malaysia for more than 10 years. His 

 
 

amulets made or inspired by Achan 
Meng in the Tha Phra Chan market, as 
well as at Thai amulet shops in major 
Asian cities such as Beijing, Taipei, and 
Penang. Amulets produced by Achan 
Meng allegedly grant the possessor 
marvelous abilities of attraction and 

 
 

in the Chinese language via personal networks and 

amulet are ethnic Chinese who read and speak  

not have Thai followers. Before the invention of the 
yantra 

tattoo and wai khru [ ] ritual) and made other 
kinds of amulets. He was modestly successful and 
enjoyed local popularity.

 1: Achan Meng’s devotees lined up to burn joss paper in veneration of him, 
following the Chinese ancestral worship tradition, on the occasion of his second 

death anniversary on 27 September 2023, Minburi © Guanxiong Qi

owner captivate customers, and improves 
interpersonal relationships. The appearance 

 
but the amulet is nevertheless widely 
favored among Chinese amulet collectors. 

biguous Chinese cultural origin.4 Some 
of the earliest Chinese references to the 

Classic 
of Mountains and Seas ( , shanhai 
jing; 4th c. ), a compendium of 
geography and mythical beasts, and 
the Book of Rites ( , liji;  1st c. ), a 
Confucian classic (Kang 2006: 15–24). 
These ancient accounts depict the 

4 I do not wish to suggest Tai people, since ancient 

, jiuwei 
hu) clearly has a Chinese origin, and the Chinese 
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habits and its innovations” (2003: 5–6). 
 

and supranormal species gradually 
developed into various literary 

 
practices. Since the Ming dynasty (1368–
1644), in various narrative compilations 

shifting monster, a powerful sorcerer, 
or an elegant celestial. In Daoist and 

 
worshipped as a celestial linked to female 
deities, such as the Lady of Taishan 
( , taishan niangniang) and Queen 
Mother of the West ( , xiwangmu) 
(Kang 2006: 133–156).5 In contemporary 

shrines in villages (Keith 2013: 161–162).  
The most prominent Chinese precon

romance and love magic.6 In the early 

5 Queen Mother of the West is arguably the oldest 
Chinese mother goddess in written records. The most 
ancient mention of her traces back to the oracles 
in the Shang dynasty (17–11th c. ). The Lady of 
Taishan is a mountain god who has been highly 
revered in northern China since the Song dynasty 
(960–1279 ). 
6 “Magic”, derived from the ancient Greek, magus, 
is a contested term in academic discourse. Despite 

to ritual performances that sympathetically apply 
 
 
 
 

a range of human behaviors. I use “occult” to refer to 

Schaik 2020.

mainly as overly passionate wives or 
licentious seducers. One of the most 

Chinese folk tales, Strange Tales from a 
Chinese Studio ( , liaozhai zhiyi) 
by Pu Songling ( ; 1640–1715). 

 
protagonist (Barr 1989: 501–517; Kang 

are depicted as seducers. In a patriarchal 
 
 

bewilder male humans and come to 
dominate their relationship. Later, 

 
Chinese to gain advantages in love 

 

of these Chinese conceptions of the 

7  
 This article, instead of analyzing the 
internal characteristics of Thai religious 

 

7

contemporary Thai culture is probably in Japanese 

 ( , a class of super
normal and strange beings described in the Japanese 
folklore) and appears in many Japanese anime series, 
such as Naruto 

 
( ), is the human host of the 

Naruto is often the 
image that they have in mind. However, the 

cults. 
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in Thai amulet culture. Scholars of Thai 
religions have long moved away from 
understanding Thai religiosity only 

 
endorsed Buddhism to look at the larger 
religious sphere including, for instance, 
the amulet trade and spirit cults 
(e.g., White 2014; Siani 2018; Brac de La 
Perrière & Jackson 2022). In Thailand, 
a Theravada Buddhist country, one can 

 
well outside of the Buddhist pantheon. 
Worshipped objects include past Thai 
kings and nobles, various spirits and 
ghosts ( , phi), Chinese celestials, and 

 

syncretism, hybridity, repertoire, and 
most recently, kalathesa (

8  
 

religious practices as it is produced in 
Thailand but generally not owned or 
worshipped by Thai people. Thus, it 

 

sively for the foreign market, targeting 

8 Since the 1960s, the theoretical conundrum of sum

and unity of Thai religiosity. Scholars have gradually 
acknowledged that the Thai religious and belief 
system should not be simply characterized as the 
conjunction of various distinct religious systems (for 
instance, the elite, scholarly Buddhism vs. the popular, 
animistic Buddhism). To emphasize the internal 
coherence of Thai religiosity, scholars have employed 
theories such as repertoire and kalathesa. Introduced 

kalathesa refers to Thai religious activity and ritual 
 

cultural setting, allowing Jackson to capture the 

details on the kalathesa theory, see Jackson 2020 and 
2021: 89–90, 131–159.

ethnic Chinese who, amongst them
selves, have a shared cultural conception  

9 Thus, the emer

amulets and Buddhist magic and may be 
used as a case study to understand such 
perceptions as well as the intercultural 
dialogues which inform them.
 Understanding the popularity of 
Thai amulets among the Chinese, taking 

 
cultural codes, conventions, and pre
conceptions. These include the Thai 
supranormal worldview, the perception 
of Thai Buddhism amongst Chinese 
people, and trends and conventions in 

 
capitalist development of the Thai 
amulet market makes Thai magic 
commercialized and customizable. This 
market is not only open to Thai nationals 
but also to foreign customers. Secondly, 

 
absorbing deities and spirits from 

 
Jackson writes, Thais “acknowledge the 
mystical potency, and the ontological 
reality, of more than one set of religious 
or cosmological forces” (2021: 139). It is 
the acceptance of the Chinese cultural 

 

that has enabled the invention of the 

 Thirdly, Thai Buddhism provides a 
unique discourse so that a skillful ritualist 

9  
 
 

amulet was only invented for the Chinese market. 
Many presume that Thai people indigenously venerate 
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who takes refuge in the Triple Gems can 
subdue and transform wild and malicious 
spirits into potent, benign, and 
protective spirits.10 Thai ritual masters, 
from a Chinese perspective, possess 
this unique ability to utilize spirits to 

11 In the 

customers believe that Thai ritualists 

the worshiper and the worshipped. The 

with its supranormal powers. Chinese 
acknowledge the vital role of key 
Buddhist concepts, such as karma, 

 
 

 Moreover, the popularity of the 

rise of “cults of charisma”12 among Thai 

10 Buddhist doctrines, such as karma, merit, and 

of an amulet must accumulate merit to secure the 

he acquired magic techniques from famous Buddhist 
monks and applied Buddhist moral principles, such 

 
visited temples and made merit frequently. Buddhism, 
as a discourse, often provides the doctrinal basis and 
moral legitimacy to many popular cultic practices in 
Thailand.
11 Belief in the particularly powerful craft of Thai ritual 
masters likely stems from the enduring Chinese 
perception of Thailand as a land of mystics which has 

12 The concept of “cults of charisma” derives from the 
idea of “cults of wealth”, as discussed by scholars of 
Thai popular religion like Pattana Kitiarsa (2012) and 
Peter Jackson (2022). While “cults of wealth” refer 

 
I apply the concept of “cults of charisma” to describe 

 

amulet collectors. Since the late 2000s, 
Chinese patrons have been keen to utilize 
Thai amulets to become charismatic, 

 

amulet were intentionally invented to 
, sane).13 

According to this rationale, someone 
venerates charming mythical animals 
and deities to become more attractive 
and socially popular, quickly acquiring 
new customers and earning more 
money.14 Charisma, particularly for 
contemporary Chinese buyers of Thai 
amulets, become a highly desirable 

growing trend among amulet collectors. This use of 
“charisma” should not be confused with the Weberian 
concept of “charismatic leadership”, which distin
guishes the leader from ordinary followers. Stanley 
Tambiah (1984), in his studies of Thai magic monks 

that Thai amulets embody the charisma of Buddhist 
saints. This interpretation remains valid, as Buddhist 
amulets are believed to inherit the charisma of their 
maker, the ritual master, and the venerated deity.
13 The Sarika bird ( ), known as the magpie in 
English, is considered an auspicious bird in Thailand 
and a common motif in Thai amulet and yantra 
design. However, Kruba Krissana innovatively created 

 
 
 

powder, holy grasses, and incense remains. Kruba 

wealth and fortune, and help overcome business 
obstacles. The core belief is that charisma and socia

Singapore.
14 The cults of charisma do not supersede the cults 

 
encompasses these older discourses.

Journal of the Siam Society, Vol. 112, Pt. 2, December 2024



80

quality that generates wealth, fortune, 
safety, and prosperity. 
 After providing some general 
information about my sources, this 

 
provides a biography of Achan Meng 

 
 
 
 

provides three diverging narratives 

by Achan Meng and his disciples, his 

traders. 

Sources

Most of the information presented here 
about Achan Meng comes from interviews 
conducted between September 2023 and 
May 2024 with his disciples ( , luk 
sit) and customers ( , luk kha
ethical and privacy concerns, I shall 
not disclose their names or private 
information. The two most important 

informants have been close disciples 
of Achan Meng for more than 10 years. 
Khun A, a Chinese national from Guangdong, 
is not an amulet trader but a ritualist 
who took tutelage under Achan Meng. 
He works as a religious tutor guide 
and sometimes as a ritual master.15 

15 According to Achan Paeng, Khun A is one of only 
dhamma heirs of Achan Meng. 

Throughout the year, Khun A has repeatedly brought 
 

Hong Kong. Khun A participates in important annual 

a naturalized Thai citizen, is a business
man with a diverse portfolio of invest
ments in the kingdom. He owns a Thai 
amulet shop and receives online orders. 
When his customers have certain 
requests but cannot come to Thailand 
in person, he serves as the middleman 
to contact the correct Thai masters and 
secure the appropriate activation ritual. 
Both informants speak colloquial central 
Thai and often serve as Mandarin– 
Cantonese–Thai interpreters. 
 These disciples and others recom
mended many valuable sources. The 

Thai–Chinese bilingual catalog of Achan 
 
 

( , run) [  1].16 The catalog not 
only provides historical details about the 
making and consecration of each amulet 
batch, but also contains graphic 
information for authentication purposes 
(Meng 2014).17 
 
me that Taiwanese news media had 
come three times to shoot TV shows 

amulets) and perform the rituals. Khun A states that 
he is deeply interested in Daoism and other occult 
practices.  
16  1 is based on the information from this 
catalog, which is not properly edited, professionally 
published, or generally available. Only a limited 
number of printings were distributed to amulet traders 
as a reference tool. After receiving permission, I made 
an electronic copy.
17  

sold at Thai amulet markets, such as at Tha Phra Chan, 
are neither made nor authorized by Achan Meng. His 
disciples therefore have established rules of authenti
cation. They also encourage followers to come to the 
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In one episode of the popular Taiwanese 
show EBC Apocalypse, Achan Meng was 
portrayed positively as a knowledgeable 
and miraculous ritual master.18 Since 
this episode was uploaded onto YouTube 
in June 2020, it had already attracted 
more than 210,000 views at the time of 
writing. A few other interview videos 

Meng as a ritual master with minimal 

18 This episode 909 of EBC Apocalypse  
16 June 2013. The TV show has been uploaded by the 
program on YouTube. See: https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=3WHnvbPjACc (accessed 29 July 2024).

 To understand the stories surrounding 
Achan Meng, including some of the 
controversial debates, I reviewed internet 
writings in both Thai and Chinese. One 

19  
usually written in Thai, but when dealing 
with some distinct topics (such as the 

 
Since the death of Achan Meng, his 
social media pages have been run by 

19 See: https://www.facebook.com/piyasawahumtid 
(accessed 9 June 2024).

Amulet Batch       Consecration Date    Editions Issued             Pieces Consecrated 
 

 
        and two tablet editions 

 
 
 

        and two tablet editions 
 

        and two tablet editions 
 

        and three standard editions 
 

        two standard editions 
 

        one tablet edition, and 
        one locket edition 

 
        and one black edition  

 
         to 1 Jan. 2013    edition 

 
        one blue special edition,  
        one golden special edition     
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his son, Paeng. Therefore, these posts 

narratives supported by Achan Meng, 
Achan Paeng, and their disciples. I have 

Meng have been posted for sale.20 These 
posts, though somewhat scattered, help 

 
In addition, amulet traders from China 
frequently post advertisements and 
promotional materials on WeChat, the 
most popular social media in China, 
material that is only viewable by added 
friends which I use here selectively.

A Biography of Achan Meng 

Achan Meng Khunphaen was born in 
the Hua Lamphong area, Bangkok, in 
1957. Like many other Sino–Thais, his 
parents immigrated from southeastern 
China and settled in the Teochew 
neighborhood in Chinatown Bangkok. 
His Chinese surname is Lim ( ; ). One 
of his Chinese disciples, who comes 
from the Teochew city ( Chaozhou), 
told me that, judging by his accent, 

from the Chenghai district ( ) of 
Shantou ( ). Achan Meng reportedly 
often communicated in the Teochew 
language with his Chinese disciples and 

to 2021, he posted greeting videos for 

traditional Chinese dress. 

as a little boy Achan Meng became 

20

https://www.
facebook.com/groups/1110410606363324 (accessed  

interested in making merit ( , tham 
bun), occult practices ( , 
rueang satlilap), and dark magic ( , 
saiwet).21 These interests motivated him 
to learn magic spells and seek tutelage 

old, he studied dark magic under Achan 
Chalaem ( ; n.d.) who specialized in 
rak yom ( ), and kuman thong (

practices that involve the worship of 
22 Achan Meng was a 

smart and diligent student. He soon 
mastered these ritual techniques and 

whom he felt that he had nothing new 
to learn. Upon his departure, Achan 

and let Meng swear to never harm 
 

realized the purpose of magic was not to 

abilities with powers such as invulnera

kindness ( , metta). 
 In the following years, Achan Meng 
became an itinerant student of magical 
practices. His teachers included Luang 
Tia ( ; n.d.), from Wat Klangna 

21

see: https://www.facebook.com/piyasawahumtid/
posts/1066827646801166/ (accessed 29 July 2024).
22 Rak yom and kuman thong are two popular Thai talis
manic objects whose origin stories relate to the 

Rak yom 
refers to the amulet of based on the legend of twin 

 and Yom. Usually, the ritualist carves 

soaked in phrai oil (
 

of worship. A kuman thong (literally “golden prince”) 

At present, a human fetus is rarely used but a small, 
gilded statue of a young boy is substituted; this is said 
to host the spirit of the kuman thong.
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( ), in Bangkok,23 Luang Pho 
; n.d.), from Wat Samtho 

( ),24  
thammo ( ; 1911–2000) 
from Wat Marawichai ( ) in 
Ayutthaya.25 Witnessing his remarkable 
perseverance and dedication, all three 
monks taught Achan Meng rigorously 
and conferred upon him their secretive 
ritual techniques. Achan Meng therefore 

 
techniques, yantra pattern design 
(especially animal yantra patterns, such 

 
khatha ( ) for the Phra Khun Phaen 
( , phra khun phaen) amulet.26

23 The name of the temple has now changed to Wat 
Bangmot Sotraram ( ). Luang Tia, 

( ) was a monk known for his 

the abbot of Wat Klangna. He made various types of 
amulets, such as Phra Phrom ( ) as well as 
amulets based on his own image ( , rup 
muean pam

 
subjugation of these spirits, Luang Tia would transfer 
merit to them.
24

Ayutthaya. He allegedly was famous for his concen
tration techniques ( , samathi) and yantra tattoos.  
25  https://

news_3047476 (accessed 16 August 2024). Luang Pho 
Mi is arguably the most famous Buddhist master 
under whom Achan Meng studied. Luang Pho Mi was 
ordained at the age of 21, stayed in the monkhood 
(fully ordained) for about 60 years, and was a disciple 
of the famous Luang Pho Chong ( ; 1872–

 Phra 
 ( ), in 1964. 

Throughout his years he served as the abbot of many 
temples, had regional administrative titles and was 
the preceptor of many monks. As a magic monk, his 
most famous sacred items are yantra cloth and takrut. 
He trained many monastic students and helped them 

26 The Phra Khun Phaen amulet, derived from the 
Siamese legend of Khun Chang Khun Phaen, is a classic 
Thai amulet known for providing safety and invinci

 Beyond this, discrepancies start to 
 

authorized biography and what my 
 

authorized biography does not give 
details about his life but emphasizes his 

Pho Mi in 2000, Achan Meng continued 
to study esoteric magic under the 
Burmese teacher Sayagyi ( ; 
n.d.), who initiated him into the produc
tion of Burmese auspicious charms and 

tion. The authorized biography then 

Achan Meng. 

notes that he studied under Sayagyi 
after the death of Luang Pho Mi, but his 
disciples supplied me with yet another 
narrative. In the 1980s and 1990s, Achan 
Meng was a freelance ritual master and 
amulet trader traveling between Chiang 

 
Malaysia. Achan Meng befriended many 
magic monks and lay ritualists in 
northern Thailand. He was primarily an 
amulet trader who attempted to sell 
northern Thai amulets to Malaysian and 
Singaporean Chinese. In an interview 
given to a Thai YouTuber, Achan Meng 
claimed to have spent 12 to 13 years sell
ing amulets and performing rituals in 
Malaysia and Singapore.27 During this 
period, he practiced the Burmese occult. 
He did not settle in the current Minburi 

 
amulets, mostly of Phra Khun Phaen, 
were also made around 1997. Based on 

bility. See also the article by Saran Suebsantiwongse, 
this Special Edition.
27 See: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HY6ydU 
vke5s (accessed 16 August 2024). 
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this narrative, Achan Meng practiced 
Burmese magic in the early 1990s and 
not after 2000.
   In the 2000s, Achan Meng began to 
enjoy some modest success. He was 
sometimes invited to perform rituals 
for local Thai devotees but, as he states 
in a video interview, most of his customers 
were ethnic Chinese foreigners. Up 
until this point, Achan Meng was a 
normal Thai ritualist who had a foreign 
customer base. His invention of the 

was an instant hit, eventually making 
him a renowned yet controversial 

issued and consecrated 55 batches of 
yantra 

statues ( , rup pan).28 On average, 

were consecrated and put up for sale 
 2]. Based on the Thai traditional 

animal yantra patterns (e.g., lizard, 

28 The yantra

Burmese scripts are Buddhist stock phrases and moral 
admonitions, such as encouragement for upholding 
precepts and making donations. Each piece of cloth is 

yantra cloth.

 2: Achan Meng consecrating amulets in the meditation posture,  
3 May 2021, Minburi © Khun B
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crocodile), Achan Meng also designed 
yantra patterns for yantra cloths and 

tattoos. 
 Since the drastic deterioration of his 
health in 2015, Achan Meng often had 

continued his business in Bangkok until 
he passed away on 27 September 2021. 

death at age 64 came too soon. They 
attributed this early demise to three 

business competitors who attacked him 
via black magic. Second, he was such 
a benevolent person that he depleted 
his energy to help his followers. His 
body and spirit consequently became 
vulnerable. Third, because Achan 
Meng had not mastered all of the 
rituals which he had performed in his 
earlier days, some spirits from his earlier 

to cause him chronic illnesses. Despite 
his chronic condition, Achan Meng 
continued to help his disciples and 
eventually forecasted the date of his 
own death. According to this narrative, 

his followers.
 The second narrative, asserted by 

is a sign of his profanity and illegitimacy.29 

29  

). See: http://www.bili
bili.com/read/cv13914613 (accessed 16 August 2024).
The latter claims that Achan Meng faked all his magic 

Luang Pho Mi. Based on this narrative, Achan Meng 
did not go through arduous training and soon disrobed. 
After business failure and bankruptcy, he got 

 
deserved his early death because he 
did not sincerely take refuge in the 
Triple Gems. He knew some methods to 
manipulate haunting spirits for personal 

 
dangerous and morally dubious, 
involving magical pollution and other 

 
 

negative repercussions. The most severe 
case of such negative repercussions is 

 
Thus, buyers should sharpen their eyes 
and keep away from Achan Meng and 
the amulets he produced. 

 
nuously until the present. After his 
son, Achan Paeng, inherited the family 
business in 2021, the number of 

 
diminished considerably.30 Achan 
Paeng claimed to have inherited and 
perfected all the rituals from his  

tionship is deemed as irrefutable proof 
 

that, even if all the claims about his Buddhist lineage 
are true, Achan Meng only learned from celibate 
Buddhist monks who had neither romantic relation

Thai Theravada tradition forbids monks from touching 

30 Past disciples of Achan Meng complained to me 

some followers think Achan Paeng is not as skillful 
and masterful as his father, since Paeng is relatively 
young and has not gone through thorough Buddhist 
trainings as his father did. On the other hand, the 
current Thai amulet market has a great variety of 

and lay ritualists, unlike in the early 2010s when 
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, du duang) and 
yantra tattoos  3].
 
The Nine-Tailed Fox Amulet

2010, Achan Meng consecrated a total of 

the conventional pressed tablet made 

minerals, powders, and plants. On the 

spirit is displayed with printed fonts 
 

(
, nang phaya chingchok kao hang 

samnak achan meng khunphaen). Depending 

oils ( , si phueng), or other small sacred 
items (such as , takrut) are inlaid 
in the back.31 Achan Meng would also 
write sacred Burmese script around the 
amulet. This type of amulet does not 
have any physical case or cover and the 

to wear it around their neck. The second 
is the “locket” type which is smaller 
than the conventional type. 
 These come ready to wear with a 
locket case.32 Both types were not hand
made by Achan Meng but contracted 

the case. Achan Meng and his disciples 
are only in charge of implanting sacred 
objects, writing sacred scripts, and con
ducting consecration rituals .
 As claimed by Achan Meng and his 

charisma enhancement. If the amulet 
owner is single, they will soon fall in love 

in a relationship, their partner will not 
only love them but also remain faithful. 
The amulet helps to rejuvenate love for 

31 Si phueng  
applies si phueng on the face, usually on cheek, 
forehead, or lips, to gain the power of attraction. 
Takrut  
usually contain yantra scrolls. Takrut
least since the early Ayutthaya period and are used as 

32

amulets. The larger model has a slightly higher price 
because it allegedly contains more magic materials.  

 3: A Yi Koh Hong statue in  
 

27 September 2023 © Guanxiong Qi
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married couples. If the relationship is 

 
job often requires interpersonal 

also the best choice. The amulet would 

love interests, but also customers and 
business partners. With enhanced 
charisma, business negotiations will be 
smoother. If one runs a small business, 
such as opening a restaurant, more 
customers will come. This understanding 

 
with love and attraction magic thus 
dovetails with the Chinese idea of the 

, huxian) (Kang 2006: 
57–71). Achan Meng perhaps deliberately 

an understanding of how his Chinese 
 

the practice of worshipping the amulet, 
according to Achan Meng, has four 

Queen Goddess as well as in the amulet 
maker, Achan Meng. Second, one should 
strive to be an upright and moral person. 
Third, one needs to choose the right 

 
unparalleled beauty and thus loves 
perfumes and cosmetics. Devotees can 
bring sweet snacks because sweetness 
can result in a “sweet” life for the wearer. 
Lastly, one must use the special katha 
or verse: i-ma-suk-tawa-i-mama, 

 (Meng 2014: 2–3).33 
At home, one needs to set up an altar 

should be placed on the altar. Whenever 
 

hand or place the amulet on the altar 
and recite this katha nine times. The 

daily. After the ritual, the devotee can 

 It is hard to accurately estimate the 
 

During its heyday (early 2010s), as Khun B 

“a license to print money”. After the 
release of a new batch, Achan Meng 
could earn more than a million baht in 
just a few days. Each amulet, depending 
on the batch and edition, roughly ranged 

34 Based on 

33  
incantation, though it appears improperly transcribed 
into Thai and lacks coherent meaning. A tentative 
reconstruction could be *  
( ), which roughly translates to: “This 
sutta is yours, this [one] is mine”.
34

 

a lower price. Some of the famous early batches 
 

new batch of fox amulets, 7 August 2019, 
Minburi © Khun B
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my modest estimation, from 2010 to 

would be at least 60 million THB.35 
 The immediate commercial success 

to a considerable counterfeit market. 
Around 2011, fake amulets, accredited to 
but never actually consecrated by Achan 
Meng, proliferated. Some other ritual 
masters competed with Achan Meng and 

36 Achan 
Meng, while making these amulets, 
intentionally left some authentication 

Edition), have a much higher price, normally no less 

tered sold for 160,000 THB. Some Chinese sellers 

than 500,000 THB, though I have been unable to 
ascertain whether this is true. Khun B told me that 

actor for one million baht. In contrast, other than the 

to 3,000 THB on average.
35 To make a rough estimate of the total value of 

 
must be disregarded. Second, I can only estimate 

must be estimated. Accepting these three proposi
tions, based on my interactions with amulet retailers, 

 
amulet mostly ranges from 2,000 THB to 5,000 THB. An 
average would be around 3,500 THB. These amulets 
are in high demand which is the reason why so many 
batches were issued. I thus adopt a 90% retail rate. On 

 
 

36 To list a few contemporary monks and ritualists 

amulets: Kruba Krissana, Achan O ( ; alive, 
n.d.), Achan Pricha ( ; alive, n.d.), and 
Achan Subin ( ; alive, n.d.).

marks on his. All models consecrated 
 

his name, Ming (  

 
 

newer models of Thai amulets are easy 
to counterfeit since they are mostly 

 

 
 

amulet retailers usually get a large 
portion of overall sales.37 

Achan Meng also produced four batches 

yantra cloth designs 
 5–6]. These items are not as 

popular as necklace amulets. Another 

tattoo. On some auspicious days, two 
to three disciples of Achan Meng would 

yantra tattoos all day and night 
for devotees.38 

37 The overseas Thai amulet business model deserves 
some attention. In Thailand, one can “rent” amulets 
from temples or masters directly. However, the selling 
of Thai amulets in foreign countries largely relies on 

relationship with amulet makers, typically obtain 

earn the margin between the price they made up and 

Some retailers took tutelage from Achan Meng and 
Achan Paeng as their disciples. Some foreigners are 
more akin to the business associates of Achan Meng. 
They would come to Thailand to visit the master, 
receive the amulets, and bring them back to their 
home country for retailing.
38 yantra tattoo produced by Achan 
Paeng and his cohorts usually costs about 2,000 THB.
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determined by various conditions. 

 
because they contain more potent 
materials than standard versions. The 
batches which have undergone more 
grand and splendid rituals and which 
have been consecrated on auspicious 

 

 
Buddhist Calendar year 2555 (2012 ). 

inherited the family business and occa

leftover materials for better potency 
and a higher price. Up until September 
2024, Achan Paeng has issued 12 batches 

 7].

Contending Narratives and Discourses

 
amulet sellers provided me with three 

from the Chinese conception of the 

 Achan Meng and his disciples 

lestial. Achan Meng, in the foreword of 

Goddess is a mighty deity who gained 
her prominence through thousands of 

5: Amulets of the Nine-Tailed  
Fox Queen Goddess and other sacred 
objects sold at Achan Meng’s Minburi  

6: A batch of Nine-Tailed  
Fox yantra cloth ready to sell, 

 2016 © Khun B
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Chinese imaginaire that any being who 
absorbs enough cosmic energy (  qi) 
shall acquire intelligence and supranor
mal abilities. Some could even become 

1998; Huntington 2003; Kang 2006: 

become a ritual apparatus by which to 
 

Goddess, a righteous deity who acquired 
her divine status through arduous 

Goddess has shapeshifting abilities, she 

 

but the venerated deity is the same.

 
Although many Chinese presume that 

 
being in ancient times. During my 

 
detailed, scholarly manner the history 

39 The most 

by Khun A comes from the Spring and 
Autumn Annals of Wu and Yue ( , 
wuyue chunqiu; 1st ) (Kang 2006: 15).40 

39 Khun A was the scholarly representative among 

disciples would always refer to Khun A and quote him 
as the most knowledgeable and authoritative person. 
The following accounts are provided by Khun A. The 
interview was principally conducted during the 
second death anniversary of Achan Meng on 27 
September 2023. 
40 Written by Zhao Ye (  
history about the Spring and Autumn period (ca. 770 
to 481 ). 

Accordingly, when the unmarried Yu 
the Great ( , dayu
Chinese king and one of the founders 

 

place named Qingqiu ( ). The incident 
was interpreted as an omen of his 
forthcoming marriage and momentous 

 
imperial northern China (16th to 20th ), 

of wealth and fortune. When described 

mythic Classic of Mountains and Seas, as 
 

 Khun A then debunks what he holds 

spirit. According to him, the Chinese 

modern mass media. This stereotype 
can be most clearly seen in the character 
of Daji ( ), the favorite consort of 
King Zhou of the Shang dynasty ( , 
Shang Zhouwang; 11th c. ). In the 
Ming dynasty novel, 
Gods ( , fengshen bang; 17th c. ), 
the decline and the collapse of the 
Shang Dynasty are blamed on Daji, who 

(Kang 2006: 137–141). Khun A insists 

per se does 
not cause any misfortunate or calamity. 

goats of unwise rulers and imprudent 
men. According to this narrative, painting 

rary Chinese perception as an immoral 
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seducer evolved during the later imperial 
period. 

regarded as a virtuous celestial being 
in traditional Chinese belief, why would 
Chinese individuals opt for amulets 
from Achan Meng, a ritual master based 
in Thailand? Khun A gives two reasons. 

 
 

background and country of origin. If a 

method of worship. In addition, culture 
 

and rituals have certain historical, 
geographical, and cultural roots, but it 
would be wrong to think that a “Chinese” 
goddess can only be venerated by “the 
Chinese”. Second, Achan Meng was 
known as a powerful ritual master who 
was equipped with proper skills and 
supranormal energy. Achan Meng is said 

 
appeared in a dream and instructed him 

 Yet another narrative completely 
41 

 

 

 

41 A number of online blogs and amulet traders 
hold this point of view. Some comments usually 

 
 

https://cn.cari.com.my/forum.
php?mod=viewthread&tid=3234632.

according to his detractors, simply faked 
by Achan Meng and his disciples for 
marketing purposes.42 Second, only 

 
 

amulets are categorized as “commercial 
amulets” ( , shangye pai) which are 
purely promoted for commercial 

 
associates. Third, Achan Meng is 
portrayed as a morally corrupt amulet 

 
his interests were occult practices such 
as fostering ghost children (i.e., kuman 
thong), making corpse oil, and 
manipulating vicious spirits. Despite 
having acquired some magic techniques, 
Achan Meng lacked rigorous discipline 
and a sincere faith in Buddhism. 
 According to this opposing narrative, 

due to the rationale of “bad death”. 

long before the arrival of Buddhism, 
Tai ethnic groups believed that a bad 
death engenders a powerful spirit. 
This belief in the power of spirits 
who had died a violent death was 
inherited by Buddhist Tai groups and 

view based on the concept of karma 
( , kam) and merit ( , bun). In Thai 
Buddhist discourse, the Lord Buddha 
taught the dhamma to achieve ultimate 
salvation for all sentient beings. Thus, 
these haunting spirits also desire merit 

42 I also encountered a previous female patron of 

the ultimate outcome. She claims that one of Achan 
 

relationship with her husband, but the amulet did not 
work at all. She was angry and asked for a refund, a 
request which was rejected. 
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for a good rebirth; ritual practitioners 
can utilize the power of the Triple Gems 
to assist these ghosts. Under the same 
rationale, the most famous ghost, Mae 

), and ghost tamer, Somdet 
To ( ; about 1788–1872), in 
Thai Buddhist history are discussed by 
Justin McDaniel (2011). In short, in the 

 
clergies are deemed to have the 
capability to subdue bloodthirsty 
ghosts via the powers of Buddhist 
teachings and merit. 

spirits in the amulets and forcefully 
manipulate them. To empower these 
amulets, he made magically potent oils 
containing some body parts of a dead 

provide a sympathetic relationship 
between the amulet itself and the 

malicious until Achan Meng subdued it 
and trapped it in the amulet containing 
its body parts. Using the instructed 

 
 

 
for certain people, since not everyone 
has enough energy to subdue such spirits 
and follow the ritual routines. Thus, by 

 However, according to this narrative, 
only the early amulet batches contain 

stimulating materials such as bone 

are considered genuinely powerful. 
After the commercial success of the 
initial batches, Achan Meng started to 

no magical ingredients. These amulets 
 

demands of his Chinese patrons. Some 
argue that, from 2012 to 2021, Achan 

amulets, while it is almost impossible 

amulet was simply a scam, according to 
his detractors.
 This narrative further claims that, 
when doing business, Achan Meng 
had neither moral principles nor  

sive batch of sacred items to Malaysian 
customers. However, the same model of 
amulet was produced and sold to Hong 
Kong, Taiwan, and China, as presumably 
his Malaysian business partner would 
not notice the broken promise of 

 

 
 

designed by a Chinese amulet dealer 
 

consecration. The designer was supposed 

keting and distribution. Each amulet 

amulet enjoyed an overnight success 
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and so Achan Meng broke his deal with 
the original designer and produced 
many more pieces. 
 The third narrative, and perhaps the 
most interesting one, inherits partial 

narratives.43 It agrees with the second 

amulet is used only for venerating lesser 

this narrative, Achan Meng was never 
a righteous Buddhist master, but a lay 
occultist who made “vicious amulets” 
known as yin pai ( ). Khun B, who 
specializes in Southeast Asian occults, 
emphasizes that Achan Meng was an 

rituals that Meng learned were rak yom 
and kuman thong  
Thai occult practices. His magic did 
not rely on good morality or appeasing 
virtuous deities. Instead, Achan Meng 
mastered ritual techniques to subdue 
and control vicious spirits. That his 

white lie for those who know little about 
Thai magic. 

amulets are used to worship solitary 

bad way. There is a widespread belief in 

to invite a mighty god to be attached 
to an average human, especially when 
the desired outcome is morally dubious. 

43 This view can often be found in the product descrip

ported by Khun B. See also: https://www.facebook.
com/102673667803926/posts/163068815097744/, and 
https://www.youtube.
(accessed 16 August 2024).

 
on subjugating vicious spirits, seemingly 
used the correct magical compounds to 

 
The amulet possessor uses rituals to 

ship between him or herself and the 
 

and eventually transfers merit to the 

ished spirit helps its owner magically. 
According to some of his disciples, the 
possessor should have no worries about 
magical pollution or negative conse
quences as long as the worshipper keeps 
to the ritual routine as instructed by 
Achan Meng. 

 
perspective, any truth claim about 

is questionable. The popularity of the 

social and cultural factors while these 
narratives are given from emic, insider 
perspectives. However, analyzing them, 

 

logic is that one worships a glamorous 
spirit to gain charisma and become 
more attractive. 
 Second, Thai Buddhism, especially 
the notion that one can transfer merit, 

Meng allegedly received tutelage under 
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three Buddhist masters and learned 
 

kindness. Many of his patrons believe 
that by relying on Buddhist rituals, 
Achan Meng was able to tame wild spirits, 
letting these tamed spirits bring personal 

rationale, the amulet possessor trans

or via its supranormal abilities. Beliefs 

are often predicated on key Buddhist 
concepts, such as karma, merit, and 
merit transference. Chinese devotees 

 
especially the rationale of the merit 

 
 

rary Chinese collectors of Thai amulets 
tend to overstep the Thai traditional 
pantheon and modes of worship. 
In a recent study of Singaporean 
Chinese customers of Thai amulets, 

 
remarks, “[some Thai monks] are 

willing to produce amulets according 
to the aesthetic tastes and demands 
of Chinese–Singaporean devotees […] 

Buddhist amulets in Thailand but are 
immensely popular in Singapore” 
(2023: 907). Unlike contemporary Thai 
magic cults which usually seek safety, 

 
portion of Chinese customers pursue 

, renyuan) and charisma 
( , meili) with Thai amulets. Many 
Chinese customers culturally understand 
charisma as the most desirable quality 
as it generates wealth and fortune. 
Since the late 2000s, Thai ritualists 
started customizing Thai amulets that 

new types of charismatic takrut. In this 
sense, the invention and popularity of 

gradual ascendence of “cults of charisma”. 
Increasingly more patrons of Thai amulets 
identify charisma as the most desirable 
quality and new types of amulets have 
been correspondingly invented with 
untraditional iconographies.

*********

 
death anniversary in Minburi, Khun A 
was talking to some Chinese patrons. 
He complained about the rampant 
counterfeit market and all of the many 
lies and slanders against Achan Meng. 
He told his listeners that if one seeks the 
most powerful magic, one must hold an 
unshakable faith in a ritual master and 
come to Thailand in person. There is no 

visiting the master yourself. Later that 
day, Khun A accompanied other Chinese 
customers to the Tha Phra Chan amulet 
market to encase their new amulets. 
Afterward, they rushed to Suvarnabhumi 

amulet is by no means an accident. 

Malaysia and Singapore helped him 
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tremendously to develop networks 

wearing glasses with a white beard, 

also likely facilitated a closer relationship 
with his Chinese customers. The rise 

ritual repertoire (e.g., sutta chanting, 
yantra tattoos) and aspects of a 
supranormal worldview present in 

 
ideas (e.g., spirits, karma, merit 
transference). In addition, the popularity 

 
cultural idioms and myths about the 

 
 

Thai amulet marketplace. 
 

of Chinese myths and perceptions and 
how these have come to engage with the 

 
(re)consider Thai Buddhism and popular 
religion under the gaze of its Asian 
neighbors. We should be aware that the 

image of rational, civilized, and modern 
 

of Chinese people from, for instance, 
Kuala Lumpur and Guangzhou. Thailand 
is rather consistently perceived as a 

 
black magic (Yee 1996; Johnson 2016). 

 
 

44 Aspects of a culture, 
just as Khun A claims, transmit across 

 

marks the introduction of the Queen 
Goddess into the Thai pantheon 
[F  8]. In the world of Thai 
Buddhism, the making of sacred objects is 
particularly innovative and progressive. 
The openness and inclusivity of the Thai 

of the Thai amulet business inspired 
and motivated the invention of new 
models of Thai amulets. Whether we 
consider him a master amulet enchanter 
or a gifted opportunist, may the spirit of 
Achan Meng rest in peace.

44 This case study of Achan Meng and his amulets 

into the Thai religious milieus. Achan Meng, similar 

Thai identity and suc

this Special Edition. 

44 This case study of Achan Meng and his amulets 

into the Thai religious milieus. Achan Meng, similar 

Thai identity and 

this Special Edition.

 
gratitude to Paul McBain, organizer of 
the PBIC Thai Amulets Conference in 
June 2023, for inviting me to contribute 
to this Special Edition and for providing 
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my informants for their support in 
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“Are those amulets?  Let’s have a look 
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Amulets are a highly visible and popular 
category of contemporary Thai religious 
material culture. The materiality of 

as will be demonstrated in amulets 
composed of both traditional and new 

the material constituents of an amulet 
 

is the primary material used for Thai 
amulets and is typically mixed with 
various additives. The earliest Buddhist 

traced to India in the early centuries 

1  
Email: .
2

1 2

societal concerns such as environmental sustainability. These innovative 

 
amulets created by Qualy Design & Dots Design Studio exemplify how 

 
 

relationship between Buddhist material culture and environmental 
consciousness.
 

 

 
(Nattaphon 2561: 658–659). Fired clay 

the historical record due to their com
 

 
in Thailand nowadays continue to be 
composed of clay mixed with additives 
and manufactured by simple press 

composed of a wide variety of other 
 

and glass. The most common and least 
expensive metal used for amulets is  
copper. Precious metals such as silver 

settings rather than by informal street 
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 For an example of online digital amulets see: 
 

.

 
important in relation to the perceived 

of clay usually follow recipes comprised 
of various carefully selected ingredients. 
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especially suitable for use in amulet 

bones from tigers are used for amulets 
5 

building on their association with the  
ferocity and power of an apex predator 
[ 1]. Elephant ivory is also 

 

forest elephants over a female. This 
 
 
 

poisonous creatures (Phanuphong 2565). 
As we will see in the case of recycled 

 
 

material and perceived special attributes 
of the amulets endures in new materials.
 A recent departure from traditional 
materials used for Thai amulets was 
conceived and produced by Qualy Design 
& Dots Design Studio and unveiled and 

plastic waste materials. Plastic waste 
was recycled and thus transformed 

 
[ 2]. These amulets contain 
numerous layers of meaning and 

Reuters news article 
brought worldwide attention to this 

 
amulets with themes of environmental 
ethics and sustainability (Jiraporn 2565). 

used for these recycled amulets were 
intentionally selected and directly 

 
 

5

Special Edition.

Examples of materials considered 
auspicious and appropriate for amulet 
recipes include ashes from cremated 
remains and hair (especially from 

 
from important sites such as temples 

 
 
 
 
 

those with homophonous names conveying 
positive meaning such as kalong (  
snowy orchid) meaning “crows attracted 

 
sawat (  

rakson (  
 

indicating attraction of love interests.  

 
may be used for these often complex 

 
 
 

evenly mixed with clay during 
preparation of the raw material.
 Amulets may also be entirely 

 
those made from endangered or 
threatened animal parts being 
particularly problematic. The amulet 
trade may encourage illegal poaching 

 
 

the material and thus considered 

process. See: web
.
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importance of their materiality. According 

 
 
 

the following plastics were used for 
amulets which directly correspond to 

application:

 
 
 

kan prap tua] because water 

 Amulets made from recycled 
bottle caps represent “closure” 

kan yap yang)] and 
 

because these caps prevent 
loss from bottles. These amulets 

 
impact resulting from excessive 
consumption. 
 Amulets made from 

 
nets are used for the purpose 

kan 
dak chap] that which is desired 
[ . 
 Amulets made from recycled 

 
 

sukhaphap di] due to the 

strength. 
 Amulets made from recycled 

 
kan kin]. 

Since overeating may cause 
 

amulets are reminders to limit 
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 Amulets made from recycled 
plastic shopping bags are 
reminders that one should not 

khwam fumfoei
given the environmental harm 
from excessive purchasing 
(interviewed by the authors 

 
 These recycled amulets were 

 
intentional design decision to attempt 
to connect with a younger and more 

the new generation are not interested 

 

typical use of worn amulets as pendants 

 Yet it is perhaps the theme of 
recycling and the engagement with 
environmental concerns that most 
resonates with a younger audience. 

 
challenges of an increasingly degraded 

 

The use of recycled materials demon
strates that Buddhist culture is engaged 
with environmentalism and concerns of 
the modern age. The explicit connection 

symbolically through the modest  
 

demonstrates the Buddhist com
munity’s engagement with current 
concerns.  
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The designs appearing on the surface 
of both sides of the recycled plastic 
amulets are also symbolic and laden 
with meaning. The front of the amulet 
features an image of a buddha seated 
in meditation. The image is easily 

 

The buddha image on the recycled 
plastic amulets is closely based on the 
famous amulets made by Somdet To 
(  
( . 
Amulets of this type are arguably among 
the most popular in Thailand. Amulet 

was the main temple of Somdet To and 

Phraya river. Somdet To was noted for 
supernatural abilities and his powerful 

 
 

 

 
highlights the important role assigned 
to the physical substances used in their 

draws attention to the importance of 
phong (
materials that “is the most important 

the scarcity of this material is viewed as 

production. 
 Stanley Tambiah describes Somdet 

meditation style embossed on them. 
The pedestal on which he sits may have 

image found on the recycled plastic 
amulets is an intentional visual reference 

 
precise reproduction. The restrained 
and minimalist style of the buddha 
image on the Somdet To amulet is a 
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linear buddha seated upon a layered 
base found on the recycled amulets 
is also emblematic more generally of 
amulets as a category of Thai Buddhist 
material culture. The recycled plastic 
amulets visually paraphrase from the 
enormously popular Somdet To amulet 

environmentally sustainable form. 
 The designers of the recycled plastic 
amulets did not select the buddha imagery 
found on the Somdet To amulet due to 
historical associations or biographical 

the Somdet To amulets’ source is lost in 
translation to a new material. Amulets 

are closely associated with national 
 

association of amulets and physical 
and national protection was not a mere 
pastime and cultural oddity. It was and 
is an intensely detailed practice. It is a 

 
dered the greatest master in Thai 

 
plastic amulets bearing related Somdet 
To imagery are intended for an audience 

direct visual reference to Somdet To 
 

and cultural associations of the design 
source. The recycled plastic amulets 
do not directly relate to the theme of 

 
imagery for purely stylistic reasons 

 
appear traditional through the use of a 
broadly familiar motif.

 The traditional materials so important 
in the creation of the famous Somdet To 
amulets have been replaced by a variety 
of recycled plastic materials in the 
Qualy Design & Dots Design Studio 

image molded onto the surface of the 
recycled plastic amulet has a further 

imagery related to the extremely popular 
 

restrained representation of the seated 
buddha was also deemed appropriate 
because its minimalist design appears 
stylistically contemporary. According to 

 
amulets also don’t have many Thai 
visual elements or imagery. This amulet 
is thus a type of international art that is 
easy to understand” (interviewed by the 

amulets were particularly appropriate 
as a design inspiration for the recycled 
plastic amulets as their minimalistic 
style appears contemporary and there 
is an absence of complex imagery 
and symbols that may be hinder con

 

amulets.
 The reverse side of the amulet 
reads sati ( ) as a monogram in raised 
relief [ . This term is another 
aspect of these amulets that contains 
layers of meaning. Sati in Pali (  in 

 

 
contexts. The Thai epithet phra (

 
to the title of amulets as a sign of 
respect. Through the invocation of 
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the words phra sati ( ) “purity 
 

amulets hope to inspire greater 
mindfulness of the natural environment. 

phrasati also sounds very 
 

intentional play on words that highlights 
the material aspect of the amulets.6 
 The recycled amulets were given 

tham bun) activities 
such as giving donations for temple 

This aspect of trading amulets for good 

so no documentation proving that the 
receiver had given a donation or 

 

6 Another possible play on words here might be with 

is one of the strongest motivations for 
Buddhist activities among the laity in 
Thailand and these recycled amulets 
were given in recognition for these acts. 
 A surprising development occurred 
during the distribution of the recycled 
amulets. A particular color was very much 

 
had not yet been “activated” through 

which were in unpopular colors had 
already been ritually activated. The 
public strongly preferred amulets that 

 
interviewed by the authors on 21 July 

 
 
 

even among a generally young Thai 
audience. Despite modern materials 

sati
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the desire for activation of the amulets 
through ritual endures as a vital concern. 

 

Amulets exist within a large and com
plex context of Thai material culture 
that provides an extensive array of 
goods for the faithful. The broad range of 

 
culture can be divided into categories 
based on their role in practice and ritual. 

 
 

in which the sacred is produced or 
 
 

typically valued for their perceived 

 
yantra

 

 

the primary reason for them being  

 
 

fuel their consumption. These stories 
 
 
 

between dealers and collectors. 

also associated with their imagery and 
 

 
These important associations are 
expressed in physical form in the amulet. 

 
or hair from a famous master may 
be rendered into powdered form and 
added to the amulet recipe.

The ritually activated amulet attains 
 

 
 

as reincarnating agents capable of 

 
 

elevated status may also be interpreted 

that transcends cyclical recycling.
 The creation of amulets is generally 
a transparent process that imbues the 

 
status. The recipes and special 
ingredients used for the amulets are 

 
site of consecration and details about 

 
it is not uncommon for amulet dealers to 
have video clips showing the activation 

visibility of the materiality of amulets 
and the manufacturing and activation of 

manufacturing processes that are often 
hidden or obscured from the consumer. 
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amulet activation rituals often supplied 
by amulet dealers are a modern  
means of openly sharing the process 

 
manufacture of the recycled plastic 
amulets are also made visible and relate 

 
 

stories about materiality and the 
 

exhibit a high degree of transparency 
in the manufacturing process. 
 Given the new material used in 

the Qualy Design & Dots Design Studio 
recycled plastic amulets proved 

 

the untraditional materials. According 

 
to perform activation rituals for the 
amulets (Teerachai interviewed by 

 
 

the status of religious supply (  
sai sin) is usually wrapped around a 
group of amulets with the string held by 

 
plastic amulets is the intentional  
connection made by the amulet 

designers between recycling 
and rebirth. The relationship 
between recycling and rebirth appears 
in a number of texts exploring 
the intersection of Buddhism and 

kam niwet) 

from the perspective of sustainability 
 

bears obvious parallels to the Buddhist 
principle of rebirth and cyclical 

 
amulets extend this concept. The plastic 

 
spiritually activated and thus elevated 

 
 

intended to be similar to the concept of 
the  ( parinipphan  

 
 

enter  ( nipphan  
ultimate transcendence of rebirth. The 
recycled plastic amulets are presented 

beyond rebirth/recycling and similarly 
 

is echoed 

 
becomes clear that recycling is connected 

a parallel between the rounds of birth 

with the cyclical process of recycling 
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between Buddhism and discourse of 
environmental concerns including 

talists are certainly committed to the 
principle of the recirculation of inanimate 

to go in the direction of the recycling of 

is thus used as an analogy to address 
several core Buddhist concepts including 

. 

rebirth is extended to items that are 
 

physical form as activated and 
 
 

between recycling and rebirth to a broad 
 
 

vast unsupervised recycling plant in 
which unstable entities circulate from 
one form of existence to the next” 

 
 

traditional Buddhist concepts such 
 

(recycling).
 

materials for the manufacture of 
 
 

of plastic waste in the world. Though 
Thailand was the 28th largest global 

7  

7 https://www.world

 
as the 12th worst plastic polluting 

8

waste remains prevalent. Even within 
 

noticeable. Plastic pendant cases used 

by far the most common method of 

 
environmental statement.

Another example of the use of 
recycled materials in the production of 

the intentional act of converting waste 

 
(

an accomplished Buddhist leader with a 
 

an ambitious recycling program with 
Thai Buddhist temple culture. The 
temple also serves as a recycling 

 (accessed 5 January 

8 https://brandinside.
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educational center.9 As Phra Pranom 
 

(interviewed by the authors on 18 

 
 

robes. The temple has expanded recycling 

made of recycled plastic cloth. These 
recycling activities are among the 
most explicit connections between 
contemporary Thai Buddhism and 

9 https://watch

 (accessed  

interest in recycled building materials. 
The temple has an ambitious plan 
to establish a Buddhist teaching hall 
built entirely of recycled materials. 

as gifts from the temple for those who 
 

[ 6]
important means of raising funds for 
Buddhist temples and as recognition 

 
glass amulets reward support of a 

 
 
 

support for a new building composed 
of recycled materials demonstrates the 
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leadership to promoting environmental 

*********

Thai amulets composed of recycled 
materials tangibly represent a growing 
awareness and concern for the 
degradation of the natural environment. 
These amulets demonstrate engagement 
with this critical contemporary issue by 
a segment of the Buddhist community. 
Designers of these amulets intentionally 
use materiality and its connection to 
environmentalism and sustainability to 
convey relevancy to younger audiences. 

 
buddha is a visual reference to the 

plastic amulets are clearly contemporary 
and an overt attempt to connect with a 
new generation.
 The recycled plastic amulets 
produced and distributed by Qualy 
Design & Dots Design Studio represent 
both a continuation and departure from 
traditional Thai amulets in terms of 
materiality and relationship with 

 
material composition used for the 
various recycled amulets directly relates 

 
 

between the materiality of the 
 
 

 
essential in the perceived transformation  
of these amulets. The seated buddha 

image on the recycled plastic amulets 
recalls the traditional Somdet To design 
yet was also selected due to its modern 
and minimalist appearance. The Somdet 

 

Thai amulets generally rather than a 

Somdet To. The phrasati title of the 
amulets playfully combines a Buddhist 

reference to the “plastic” materiality of 

 The act of providing the recycled 
 

to one of the primary religious acts in 

and are also used to strengthen the 
important relationship between the 

 The materials used for the amulets 
composed of recycled plastic and glass 
indicate growing environmental concerns 
and engagements with sustainability 

 

honored in the transformation of the 

concerns are manifested in a Buddhist 
material culture rooted in traditional 

 
direct environmental impact of 

causes and setting an example for the 
wider community.
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recycling a relatively small amount 
of plastic or glass waste into a few 

 
 

and represents an increased awareness 
and concern for protecting the natural 
environment and highlights the role of 
religious ethics and Buddhist material 
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“Nang Kwak will never go out of fashion 
[ ]”, insisted one 
of the vendors at Tha Prachan amulet 
market. Nang Kwak’s name translates as 
“The Beckoning Lady” and holds a 

 
and renowned for her ability to 
attract customers towards commercial 

altar ( , hing bucha) at the back of 

 
 

( , chada) and Thai attire ( , 

1 Yale University, New Haven (PhD Candidate). Email: 
al.lim@yale.edu.

1

chut thai , sabai) 
and a dress ( , pha sin) [ . 

 
modern Thailand, she has weathered 

 
with seismic societal shifts. Alongside 

Thailand (Jackson 2022), she continues 

 
 

of Nang Kwak reinforce essentialized 

 
 

charm, sane ( ). Given the wide 
 
 

as kathoey ( ), thom ( ), gay, woman, 

 

 
 

 

her charm or sane (  

 
Amulets
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To substantiate the argument, this article 
interweaves insights from interviews 

 
mostly located in Bangkok, as well as 
analyses of her lore and surrounding 
material culture. It follows in three 

 
 

her origin. Through these stories, she 
embodies a form of subservience in a 

legitimacy is derived from her role as a 

lineages from Gotama Buddha’s era and 
the Ramakien 
 The second section addresses the 

leaders, whose rituals ( , pluk sek) 
of “activation” or “enchanting” sacralize 

 
 

 
 
 

exaggeratedly sexualizing the female 
body. Elements of being comforted 
( , khwam sabai chai) and 
evoking desire are also salient for 
many of her devotees. While one might 

 
 
 
 

2 This article draws from Dredge Byung’chu Käng’s 

 

Nang Kwak  
traditional, familial values. Nevertheless, 
these forms of tradition are not 

 

critique entrenched gender norms.

 
embodies charm, rather being associated 

 
in barami ( ) or amnat ( ). Her 

 
 

ability to bring reassurance and comfort, 
constructed through her feminine traits. 

tandem, the article reveals Nang Kwak 

 
 

dichotomies of commercialism and 
religion, as well as tradition and 
modernity, demonstrating an active site 
of negotiation through which elements 

and diverge.

technological transformations in the 
 
 
 
 

divine attributes such as omniscience, 
 
 

of myths (e.g., Michael Jordan as a 
 
 

(DeChant 2002). Kathryn Lofton (2017) 
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focuses on the way that this market 
 

life, where the lines between 
 
 
 

antiquated cathedrals and sublime 
 
 

consider traditional religious forms, 
 

and everyday life.
 While the dominance of North 
American or Western cultural norms 

 
 
 

religion. He claims that religion’s 
 
 
 
 
 

its social, cultural, and historical 
 

have traced the ways in which cults 

in the kingdom.
 
 
 
 

technologies, and renewed interest in 
 

ronment that has become increasingly 
consumeristic, wealth accumulation has 
come to the fore, alongside new 

 
 

add that these  
 

sense of security and solace in an 

 
amulets that bear the deity’s image 

ritual technology is often valued over 
meditational achievement and order, 

 
 

of a buddha and include monks, Chinese 
and Hindu deities, royal family members, 

 
address issues of uncertainty in one’s 

would also venerate Kuman Thong, the 
Neko Cat, or Nang Goi.  The linga palat 
khik (

2022). Among Chinese deities, some 
observant individuals might even 

), 
4

 Nang Koi ( ) is similar to Nang Kwak but 
 

koi (
or kwak ( ).
4 Budai is a revered figure in Chinese folklore, 

sack, sometimes associated with the future Maitreya 

 
 

Together, these figures are revered for their 
 

cultural symbols of wealth and good fortune.
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 Or for 
the technologically savvy, one could 

 
 
 

is connected to the genealogies of 
the cults of wealth and amulets, beckoning 

, khrueang 
rang khong khlang  
and amulets.7

 
 
 
 
 

have become key channels through 
which her statuettes and amulets are 

Mani ( ), a cartoon version of Nang 

 
 
 

universe’s harmony, celebrated widely during the 
Hindu festival of lights (Diwali) for blessings in wealth 

 
 but a 

of what consumers like or brings them comfort and 
reassurance; the combination of deities that one 

2017: 

 
beyond their individual stories from the Thai folk 

network”.
7  
and amulets in this article. When referring to 
amulets of Nang Kwak as phra khrueang ( ), a 
more common term for amulets, many interlocuters 
were uncomfortable because of the association of 
phra ( ) with monkhood.

also be widely 
 

market utilize these technological 
 

Traders at the market were eager to 
show me videos of sacralization or 
“activation” ceremonies that verify a 
statue’s authenticity, following which 
they would order that image at  
wholesale quantities and rates. As 

 
 
 
 

of Nang Kwak beyond the borders 
of Thailand, as Vietnamese vendors 
and devotees use these sites to trade 

Nang Kwak. 
 Alongside the sociocultural and 
technological conditions for Nang Kwak’s 

 

alignment with the widely cited cultural 
kalathesa ( ), a term 

) which 

 
(2000: 40) describes kalathesa as “the 
coming together of immediate 

certain fashion”. Close analogues for 

to a suitable or correct set of 
circumstances, but this translated 

 
 

kalathesa 
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settings, each change signifying a shift 
in context and cultural rules which has 
been evocatively described as a set of 

as cited in Jackson 2020: 20).
 In accordance with kalathesa  

 
incense sticks while reciting the relevant 
verse or khatha (
known as khruba achan ( ) 

versions of these khathas. Luang Pho Te 
(
Ngam ( ) in Nakhon Pathom 
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 begins his incantation for 
 with some Pali 

chanting, followed by reciting:

 
fortune”. Nang Kwak’s role is no secret 

trade and sales.
 Nang Kwak’s lore has also centered 

 
I reconstruct from interviews, online 

 
 

a family residing in the town of 
Michikasandhanakara ( ) 
during the time of the historical Buddha 
( , samai phutthakan). When 
her family decides to increase their 
commercial reach, they acquire a cart 

a sermon by the arahant Phra Kuman 
 

versions also mention her meeting the 
). 

 
Buddhism wholeheartedly; her newfound 
fervor and devotion to the religion 

 

Thai Rath online article,  
   [Khatha for 

. 

bestow blessings of good fortune on her 
and her whole family.

 
to the meeting with arahants, as Nang 

 

and she facilitated social mobility for her 
family. By demonstrating the connection 

and the ability to attract wealth, this 
story also acts as a model for Nang 
Kwak’s devotees to follow her behavior 
to attract their own forms of wealth.
 The second story centers on Nang 
Kwak as the daughter of Pu Chao Khao 
Khiao ( ), or the Grandfather 
of the Green Mountain from the Ramakien 

Nang Kwak Maha 
Sane ( ) begins with:

 

. Grandfather of the Green 
Mountain
Has but one daughter, 
Beautiful and full of merit, 

 
Her name is Nang Kwak, 
Whoever sees her is enchanted.

 

Kwak’s origins ( , thi ma thi pai). 
The rest of the story follows an Asura 
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demon called Thao Kok Khanak 
( ) who was friends with 
Nang Kwak’s father and cursed by Phra 

the future Maitreya Buddha. The demon’s 
daughter, Nang Prachant ( ), 
was so engrossed in the task of weaving 
the robe for her father that she did not 
have time to sell wares or manage her 

 

his daughter Nang Kwak to live with 
Nang Prachant’s family. Nang Kwak’s 

 

Nang Prachant’s home to bestow all 
manners of money and gifts.
 This second narrative focuses on 
Nang Kwak’s quintessential female virtues 
of beauty and daughterly devotion. The 

 Maha Sane, 
means great allure or charm, as her 

 

of Nang Kwak’s allure is not merely 

 
 

noteworthy that Nang Prachant herself 

weaving the monk’s robe for her father.

 
 

showing how she is embedded in a set of 
 

between secular desires and religious 

receiving merit for attracting material 
 
 
 

female beauty, virtue, and devotion.

 
 
 

noticed the driver hanging a few amulets 
 

often mention that talking about one’s 
collection can be a great icebreaker, 
I enquired about the driver’s collection. 
It turns out that he ran his own amulet 

 When 
mentioning that I was writing an article 

must know the famous Kong Que Wang 
( ), the King of Peacocks”. He was 
referring to Khruba Ariyachat (

; b. [ , a famous 
monk from the north of Thailand. 
Khruba Ariyachat’s statuette of 
Nang Kwak, called the udomsombun 
( ) or tuinui ( ) has been 

 
after in the market [ .10

 
 
 

(
10 Udomsombun translates to abundance, and tuinui 

name attributed to Khruba Ariyachat’s statuette is 
“the woman of a thousand scales of gold” ( , 
mae thong phan chang
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Kwak’s feminine qualities of beauty 
and devotion were traced through 
narratives surrounding her. This 

 
 

statuettes, and digital art forms or 

 
feminine beauty, while becoming 
legitimized by their associations with 

 
 
 

values while also acting as a site for 
cultural critique.
 I started my research on Nang Kwak 

 
in Thailand. These were challenging 
to locate in stores and many vendors 
indicated that it was uncommon for 

 

 
 

time of writing). At the Tha Prachan 
amulet market in Bangkok, mostly Nang 
Kwak statuettes or yantra cloths were 

hand raised
Nang Kwak amulets in , the 
vendor mentioned that they were from 
“Mrigadayavan [  

on the right was a newer one that he was 

 

can generate entire industries worth 
millions of baht. Luang Pho Khun (

 

and the revenue drawn from these sales 

2021; Jackson 2022).11 In this case, the old 
Nang Kwak amulet is unlikely to have 

11 Luang Pho Khun was a revered Thai monk known 

2022).
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Mrigadayavan Palace was built during 
 
 

chararam’s ( ) ordination 
 

of Luang Pho Thong ( ) cast 
 
 
 
 
 

version of Nang Kwak, as found in 

 Provenance also matters for statuettes, 
which are much more commonly sold 

 

Pho Im (
Wat Hua Khao (

 
Nang Kwak Tuinui has been the outsized 

favorite among vendors and consumers.12 

of Khruba Ariyachat, mentioning that 

 
[ , the 

base reads:  (nang kwak 
charoen sap), roughly translating to 

the statuettes that were made directly 

statuette. Many websites that sell this 
statuette of Nang Kwak feature Khruba 

 
following his life from childhood to 

 

 

12
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danger and disaster while evoking wealth 
 

; 

(  
Mongkhon (

 In this manner, Khruba Ariyachat’s 
 

Tuinui is seen as an extension of his 

mentary series Legends and Beliefs (
, tamnan chut khwam chuea) 

 
focuses on “The Legend of Nang Kwak”. 
Khruba Ariyachat himself was interviewed 

 
involvement with the Nang Kwak 
statuette came about. He mentions that 
he saw a beautiful angel ( , nang fa) 

transformed from a beautiful ( , 
suai

, uan lae na rak) woman with her 
 

sees that Nang Kwak is a bestower of 
fortune and wealth, so she should be 
udomsombun, and also bring us comfort 
and reassurance [  

 

her ability to bring in abundant fortune 
 

 In addition, not only are Nang Kwak 

such as amulets and statuettes, but she 
has also been featured in online media 

 
 
 

to verify authenticity and establish 
 
 
 
 
 

101”. He was referring to the ways 
 

forms of legitimation, and ethereal 
 
 

 
in which value is determined at least 

 
functional use or the cost of 

 

from conventional scales of value, 
 

circulating currency.  The volatility 

money quickly have resulted in many 
shifting their livelihoods towards 

 

 
highlighted the limited salary growth within the Thai 
labor market, where the average monthly salary is 

 
that their annual salary increases would be 

 
from alternative investment or career strategies, 

This dynamic further recalls how Zelizer (2017) writes 
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Authenticity ( , bat rap 
rong phra thae) verifying that a statuette 
or amulet has undergone the requisite 

 

history. Or how miracle stories are 

through social media channels. One can 
 
 

14 As an 

 
[ , pan krasae], similar 

 
 

, watthu] 
as a lure [ , tua lo]. In the 

 

certain amulets, and then 
their followers start buying 
those amulets as well.

 
 

 In other 

14  

 

words, these are forms of marketing 
( , kan sang talat) at their 

 
of these assets can be studied in an 

 

Kwak across these media.

Nang Kwak, given their technological 
advancement as a digital form of art 

 
my interviews indicated otherwise. 

 
 

[  . 

 

 
cultural heritage through artwork deemed 
elegant and beautiful. An exclusive set 

resold for at least another two years.  
That she is featured in this collection 

 

) 

(e.g., testnet activities).

 (last accessed August 2024).
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to Kuman Thong ( ).17 During 
the interview, he mentioned that creating 

of tradition into a more modern and 

 
 It’s like […] a trend for 
those who are in commerce, 

17 Pseudonyms such as “Mike” have been used to ensure 
Kuman thong, “golden 

 
 

wanting to have some con
nection to beliefs and customs 

change characteristics to 

beautiful, or more modern 
[ , than samai]. Is it as 

 
[ , sai kao]? Probably 
not. But seeing her there, one 

 
reassured [ , sabai chai], 
knowing customers can come 
all the time.
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 Mike highlighted that he was not 
overtly religious ( , mai 
ching chang kap sasana) and not the kind 

their religious beliefs. Yet he still believes 

out that he would follow his family 
 
 
 

the notion of reassurance in this 
 

her lore similar to the one found 
 
 

Tuinui statuette. Besides Nang Kwak, 
(

guardian of the North, believing that 

Phra Phikanet (  
for creativity and intellect as an 

notions that technology, art, and the 
new generation are causing a shift in the 

 
 

very modern but also everyday cultural 

 

 

among the older Thai generation might 
be that the younger generation would 
undergo moral decline through 
alienation from religion. This is 

 

 

 

beauty in a more traditional form of 
 

Achan Joe turns to focus on Nang Kwak’s 

revealing attire. He wants to make her 

consumers (Petch 2022). He claims that 
 
 
 

Malaysian customers. He sells each 
 
 

cost of a normal statuette of the same 
size. Achan Joe has attracted criticism 
online for this, as many conservative 
devotees criticize whether this kind 
of statuette of Nang Kwak is 

 
Nevertheless, he insists that this makes 
her more relevant and modern. Here, 
the feminine qualities of Nang Kwak’s 

stoked through an alternative form of 
beauty that sexualizes her body.
 But that does not mean to say that his 

the lobby of House of Heals, a trendy 

), also known as Pangina Heals 
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( ), one is greeted by a Nang 

 

a bowtie and glasses instead of her 

 

conventional frameworks of family and 
business success through devout moral 

 
accessories and dress suggests an 

 
audience, where heterosexual notions 

 
 

become the site through which 
essentialized female values of beauty 
and cuteness are contested, subverting 
dualistic gender binaries .

Kwak remains integral to the Thai belief 
 
 
 
 

a seated lady clad in Thai attire 
or one that shows far more skin. 

 
constructed as an abstracted female 

 
 
 

Ariyachat, Luang Pho Te, and Achan 

channeled through these rituals and 

Khruba Ariyachat’s Tuinui features an 

the master monk has blessed it. Tuinui 
 

kalathesa by subsequent generations, 

Nevertheless, the boundaries of feminity 
and gender are not absolute, as queer 

 

and beliefs.

 
struction of Nang Kwak’s narratives and 

 
a constellation of terms related to 

barami ( ) is often 
highlighted, derived from the Pali word 

 
 
 
 

usage today, barami
of charisma, moral integrity, social 

 
accumulates barami through virtuous 
actions, wisdom, and good karma. 

through barami  
others. While barami is a central word 

commonly associated with charm or 

barami, 
and saksit (  

amnat (
be used for either good or evil and which is accumulated 
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sane, as evidenced in the kalathesa of her 

 In the television feature “The Legend 
 

Lekchit (

 
 

 

senses of growth ( , ngok ngoei) 
and new beginnings ( , 
khwam roem ton mai). He further insisted 

modak ( , motheka) 

must be included, but since this Indian 
 

, khanom tom khao tom daeng) 

sticks of incense were also necessary, 

, 
phra phut phra tham, phra song, pho mae, 
lae khruba achan). Nang Kwak can be 

 
direction she should face is towards the 

right hand must be higher than her 
mouth. If it were lower than her mouth, 
it means that one might not have 
enough to eat.

right side of her owner. Another collector 

on the same level or height as images of 

other images, these rules are relatively 
 

amulet collector even contended that 
the height of Nang Kwak’s hand does 

 

that venerate Nang Kwak, I did not 

registers or on a table. Placement be
low images of a buddha is not out of the 
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dried longans on a table to the owner’s 

at Tha Prachan even told me that she 
should be hidden ( , tong 
aep ao wai), because customers might 

is about to be taken.

in barami  
instead of an altar, or even hidden? 

 
 
 

the owner’s left (even though she is 

wares suggests that Nang Kwak 
is not considered similar to the 

 
 

with barami.  
 

 
attraction are more akin to that of 
female workers beckoning customers, 
rather than that of many of her 

 
barami. Indeed, many interlocuters  

sane rather than barami.
 The word sane stems from the 

, referring to love 

 

barami  

amnat barami (moral 
 
 
 

Sane is not a strictly feminine 
 

Khun Chang Khun Phaen, 
 Phaen, is 

 
 

a “thousand intimacies” ( , 
khun phaen saen sanit  
charm and sane

sane, 

comfort and reassurance, grounded in 
her traits of daughterly devotion and 
beauty in the song Maha Sane, as well as 

 
 

the traditional wai ( ) greeting. He 
 

In the same way, he elaborates that  

to follow local customs and beliefs in the 

surance, using the same term that Mike, 

 Close analogs of thuk chai ( ) or 
chop chai (

to describe one’s relation to Nang Kwak. 
When asking vendors about Nang 
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, khao chop arai samkhan thi 
sut)”. These motivations and desires are 
closely linked to the way she embodies 

her female qualities of beauty and devotion. 
 
 

Vendors mentioned that most of their 
success would come from running a 

 

Kwak as motivation ( , kamlang 
chai)”. Other vendors also mention honesty 

 

nurturer is often highlighted in these 
 

motivations. While calling her “mother” 
( , mae nang kwak) is not 
uncommon, as with other deities like  
Phra Mae Thorani ( ) or 

), who are also 
referred to as mothers, she evokes 
an element of nurturing associated 
with reassurance and comfort.20 Nang 

20

Thorani, also known as the Earth Goddess, is often 

to witness the enlightenment of Gotama Buddha 

and abundance, often invoked for bountiful harvests 

consider the Mother Mary in Catholicism or the 
Hindu deity Ma Durga, for instance.

 
 
 
 
 

from arahants during Gotama Buddha’s 
life and the Ramakien.
 Nang Kwak’s sane and her 
reassurance shares resonances with 

 
 

as maternal nurturers and secondarily 
as lovers or mistresses, based on a 
selection of texts from northern and 
northeast Thailand. While there may 

 
I echo Van Esterik’s (2000: 70) critique 
that “no one story has the truth; there 
are hundreds of stories and hundreds 

 
 

while many of my interlocuters’ 
 

female nurturer whose charm, beauty,  
 

livelihoods, these narratives far from 
 
 
 

*********

in Thailand is reinscribed through her 
 
 

that entrenches a set of essentialized 
female qualities, constructing her charm 
or sane
to facilitate commercial transactions, 
she acts as an attractive force that brings 
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various forms of desire into alignment. 
 
 

and bring into alignment a nexus of 
 

of her devotees into being through her 
invisible hands.
 Amid the richness of Thailand’s 

 
 

medium in commerce, through which 
her female beauty, daughterly devotion, 

reassurance to her devotees in their 
 Her  

even her revealing attire in Achan Joe’s 
 

between traditional elements and 

 To mirror Nang Kwak’s beckoning, 
 
 
 
 

when barami  
with attention to gendered relations? 
And how might sane  
destabilize more commonly discussed 

 
around barami, amnat, and saksit (Jackson 
2010; Ünaldi 21 
In addition, the very site of entrenched 

subversion, much as the subversive 
 

(2017) reconstructed reading of 
the  

 
 

The boundaries of Thailand’s categories 
of sacrality and gender thus remain 

 
and deities continually come into being.

21

venerates.

21

venerates.
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14
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anicca  

 The 

Beginning < line 2> 

 

 |  
 
 

21 

| 
 

 

 

 

21 nindikassapo

22  

 
r°> 

23 24 ahosi 

 

 

 
 

 v°> 

31 

22

23

24 bahudhanadhañño

tena pi

31

Journal of the Siam Society, Vol. 112, Pt. 2, December 2024



32  
33 

34 

 <kha r°> 
 

 
41

42 

43 
 

32 saññi
33 sagabbhamalena
34

kukkadharukkhe

rajeyyan
41

42

43

44

 ahosi 

 

kha  

 
 

44

sugge
 °po

 | 

 

ajjato
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 pa<  r°> 

 
 
 

 

 

 v°> 

 

53

54

55

56

57

58

59

60

 

 

 
 

 

vihara<khi

 

 

61

62

63

64

65

66  
67 uttamman
68

69

70

71

72
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khi v°> 

73
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 sabbaso  
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nimitta
nimmita

créé par le mérite
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des Lao  
• 
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-

-

1

In the previous issue of this journal,  
I published the travel account to Siam by 
Jean Basset , a young French 
missionary of the Missions Étrangères 

Bibliothèque municipale de Lyon (Pen-

 
 

1

 

-
-

served in Paris at the MEP headquarters, 

revealing Basset’s doubts and his admi-

letters are addressed to Gabriel de la 

 

 

 

-
lenges he faced, the practical aspects of his advanced training, his relation-

 

1

Journal of the Siam Society



 

composed in December of that year, 
shortly after the arrival of the embassy 

 
-

ing letters composed during his oversea 
 

them an invaluable supplement for 
understanding both the relationships 

-
dition, it supports the hypothesis pre-

-

the municipal archives of Lyon rather 
than in the Paris headquarters of the 

have adjusted the punctuation and para-

Each letter is accompanied by photo-
graphs of the original documents in 

role and presence in Siam, including 
 

*********

2 

Sir,

you an account of our journey, I am 
leaving this letter in Batavia in the 

 
anchored in the roadstead of Batavia 

 

 Nevertheless, this did not prevent him 
 

on cases of conscience, especially those 

2 

Journal of the Siam Society, Vol. 112, Pt. 2, December 2024



the refreshments and comforts that his 

 Our mandarins have been overjoyed 

they even sleep on carpets, just as at 

 But they have not forgotten the 

 
 

indebted to Mr Superior and Mr Director 

 
 

either of these languages, I hope that 

 

Portuguese here, 
it needs some adjustment, as it is not 

 
 

 

I have often recalled the admirable 
advice you gave us on this matter and  
I intend to rely on it throughout my life 

 
recommended humility to us as the 

 
 
 

grateful for all your goodness in striving 

 Mr Abbé de Chélas participated in 

very ill during the journey, but he is 

you regard me as  your child 
in our Lord, and rest assured that I have 

 

 I earnestly recommend myself to 

 

Sir,
Your very humble

 and obedient servant
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3

Sir,

 

to you via a shorter and more direct 
 

unnecessary, Sir, to recount here the 
-

-

respect in all matters, treating them as 
 
 

 
 

We preached in both Portuguese and 

on topics of piety and on cases of con-
science, particularly those that most 

 He is 
 

 

3 

Mr Abbé de Choisy cannot be praised 
 
 

 

 

 
-

participated in most of our studies and 
all of our lectures, living as a true mis-

 
 

 
talent, but his constitution is rather 

 
endure the physical demands of the  
mission, especially given his severe 

God permitted him to face many hard-

 Sir, I assure you that  
I could not be happier than I am in 
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that my sole intention is to obey you and 

 I have not yet been assigned any 

Ambassador departs, Monseigneur of 
 
 

 I am addressing all my letters to you, 
Sir, and sending them to you unopened, 

-

I beg you to conceal this part after 

 

the instruction of M[onseigneu]r de 
 

could promptly send my father the 

happier to read my report before its 

 Finally, I commend myself 
 
 
 

caused during my time in the seminary 

Sir, 

M[onseigneu]r de Laon, 
Mr Abbé de Brisacien, Mr de Fermand, 

-
fonssi, 
Mr Arnolet, Mr de Palu, 
Sevin, Mr Le Feure, Mr Abbé de Cour-
telles, 
Mr Abbé de Masferan, and I commend 

Your very humble and obedient servant
 

Basset
 

Sir, 
 

Mr Abbé de Brisacien, Mr de Fermand, 
 

Mr Arnolet, Mr de Palu, 
Sevin, Mr Le Feure, Mr Abbé de Courtelles, 

Your very humble and obedient servant
Basset
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*********

  

Jean Basset’s above correspondence 

 

Missions Étrangères dispatched a group 
of missionaries, including Jean Basset, 

 
motives but also by economic interests, 

Company (Compagnie française des 

Jean-Baptiste 
Colbert First Minister of 
State , 

-
 
 
 

 

overseas, reinforcing its role as defender 

notes, “France made its presence felt in 
Siam through the arrival of missionaries 
directly connected to the proselytizing 

 

 

-
sionaries included both Jesuits and 

primarily through missionaries in the 

Rhodes’ success in Cochinchina during 
 

 
 

monopoly over Catholic missionary 
 

multiple actors, including members of 
the Compagnie des Indes and mission-
aries, often serving as intermediaries in 

 As Spanish Franciscan missionary 

to regions such as Siam and Cambodia, 

 
embassy dispatched by the Governor-

these territories and bring salvation 
to the inhabitants (Estenssoro Fuchs 

 
 
 

needed to be closely supervised by the 
Pope, ensuring it did not fall under the 

*********
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contributions from the nobility (Marin 
 

feared ulterior motives beyond religious 
zeal as it strove to retain control over 

François Pallu (1626

appointed bishops and apostolic vicars 

as the Pope needed to carefully manage 

 
political stability to establish a seminary 

learn the language of their host country 
 

driven by a desire to revitalize the 
mission, sometimes critiqued their 

as advocated by  
made local language mas-

tery 
bearing the title of Bishop of Metellopolis 

 
travelogue, Basset mentions that Laneau, 

 

 
years of observing local Buddhism, 

-
tive to Christianize certain Buddhist 
ceremonies rather than outright ban 

strategy paralleled the Iberian method 
of targeting religious elites, such as 

facilitated the establishment of French 
religious structures in Siam, even as the 

broader regional dynamics involving its 

can convey to the King [Louis 

 
been convinced of the truth, 
is receiving instruction in 

 
inspire his subjects to come 

Relation de ce qui s’est 
passé de plus remarquable dans le voyage de Mr le chevalier 
de Chaumont, ambassadeur de sa majesté très chrétienne 
vers le roy de Siam, de France à Siam et des honneurs 
qu’on luy a faites à Siam

Mémoires de 
l’évêque d’Héliopolis pour Colbert
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happiness in heaven, comple-
menting the prosperity you 
enjoy on earth (my trans- 

6

 
by representatives of the Compagnie 

 
 

 
La Gazette 

 

 
 

-
ticularly fervent Catholic and an apt 
representative of the Catholic faith in 

 
given the goal of converting the King 

 

for long sea voyages, a valuable asset for 

detailed in French historiography, not 
solely for their grandeur but also for 

 
thoroughly analyzed from a global 

6

que je puisse porter au roy mon maitre en celle-là, 
sire, que v[otre] m[ajesté], persuadée de la vérité, 
se fait instruire dans la religion chrétienne et qui 

 
 

achèvera, sire, de vous combler d’un bonheur éternel 
dans le ciel, après avoir régné avec autant de pros-

 

considerable hopes and religious interest 
 

testimony of Laneau, the Bishop of 

the Dutch or anyone else for 
that matter regardless of any 
revolution that might occur, 
to prevent the success of all 

both for the true religion and 
for the French nation (my 

 
religious mission to convert the Siamese 

 
outlined in the instructions given to 
Chevalier de Chaumont before his 

-
 

phical thought aimed at strengthening 

among Catholics regarding the training 
 

by the French Jesuits, despite remaining 
largely Parisian, played a crucial role 

Mémoires 
de l’évêque d’Héliopolis pour Colbert

quelque révolution qu’il pûst arriver, d’empescher le 
bon succès de tout ce qu’on voudroit faire, et pour la 
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clergy began to blur, as catechism and 
preaching missions gained prominence 

 

-

adaptations seen in missionary orders 
that became central to the French 

seminars aimed to foster the progress of 

seen as a beacon of hope for the future 

by Jesuit colleges, this training sought 
to create a resilient clergy capable of 
facing challenging missions, either in 
France amidst rising Protestantism or in 

Christianize the countryside, adopted 

emphasized devotion and an unyielding 
passion for Christ, reminiscent of the 

Concurrently, Jesuit seminars aimed to 
cultivate the ideal man, a model that 

 
several missionaries, including Jean 
Basset and Étienne Manuel (1662

 As 
young clerics, they still needed to com-
plete their training before being pre-

 
embassy to Siam also provided an 

Basset’s letters indicate that his training 

young recruits training together during 
their sea journey, including learning 
Portuguese and preaching, as Abbé de 

 

 
developed in France during the early 

training under the guidance of a parish 
 
 

(ibid
French missionaries in Siam, including 

 

 Evident in Basset’s letters and 
 

is training that emphasized positive 

 

 

 
language for conveying religious teachings across 

Journal of the Siam Society, Vol. 112, Pt. 2, December 2024



Basset’s self-criticism and internal 

 

ideal of the perfect parish priest (Bonzon 

 

training and through his admiration for 

 Upon arriving in Siam, some mis-
-

idea of establishing a seminary in Siam 
originated from the Ayutthaya Synod 

 
notes that the seminary, created in 

model for French missionaries coming 
 

-
11

seminary aimed to provide rigorous 
training in penance, fasting, and humil-

 
for the religious developments in Siam, 
particularly the emergence of religious 

led by the Missions Étrangères and the 

training a native clergy, a strategy that 

11  

Christianity in Siam, it is reasonable to assume that it 

leaders, born in Siam or Cochinchina, 

 Basset provided a description of the 
formation of native clergy in his trave- 

12 
Choisy also detailed this event, noting 

-
onstrated an impressive command of 

 
 

yet been ordained, including Jean Basset, 

of European theological scholasticism, 

-

requiring the candidate to demonstrate 

of classical Catholic authors, both theo-

the transplantation of the European 
scholastic model into the training of 

 After their training in Siam, French 

mission sites in Asia [

12
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placed a strong emphasis on rigorous 
training programs in both faith and 

 

non-religious education, including 

ensured that missionaries coming from 

received an elite religious education 

 
 

he highlights various aspects of their 

the Jesuits’ religious role rather than their 
 

during a lunar eclipse observed that same 
night in Louvo by the Jesuits, an event 

13 
Did Basset participate in this nocturnal 
observation? We cannot be sure from 

these letters is Basset’s deep admiration 
for the spiritual dimension of the Jesuits’ 
mission, rather than their mathematical 

13

already begun astronomical observations in Siam in 
-

tions helped determine the longitude of Siam and 
-

-

 

†  
 

 
 †  
†  

de Falandin 
†  

 
 
 

de Maguelone 
 

 
†  

    †died in Siam

13

already begun astronomical observations in Siam in 
 
 

-
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           embassy ship en route to 

 
†  

de Lespinay 
 

 
           became a canon in France 

†  
 
 

†  
 

†  
 †  

de Mondory 
†  
†  
†  
†  
†  
†  

 
 

Benigne Vachet  

†died in Siam               

Jesuits and members of the Missions 
Étrangères de Paris in Jean Basset’s letters 

-
 

Despite the doctrinal fervor fostered at 

 
missionaries attempted to put aside 

 
 

Basset’s letters focus less on the 
missionary policies of the MEP and more 
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-

 In Siam, Jesuit-trained catechists 

order, the MEP often had to cooperate 
 

had already institutionalized their 
missionary strategy since the mid-16th 

Both orders shared a deep aversion to 
 

While the missionaries claimed to 
study Buddhism to facilitate conversion, 
reports from both Jesuits and MEP 
members reveal a superficial under- 
standing of the religion, even after 

 Upon their arrival in Siam, the 
 

 

 

former criticizing the latter for engaging 
in trade and adopting the garb of 

 Although the MEP managed to 
establish a long religious presence 
in Siam, the Jesuits held a stronger 

 

particularly through their alliance 
 
 
 
 
 
 

MEP, as François Pallu, one of its 
founders, faced resistance from 

 
 

 
 

 Despite these challenges, Basset’s 

 
interference led to the arrest of  

Even so, Monseigneur Laneau, a leader 
of the MEP, could not openly oppose the 

 
 

th  
letters seem to allude to these “famous 

 
scored the importance of cooperation 

a common goal, in contrast to the more 

the Jesuits, bolstered by the limited 
authority of the Pope and the patronage 
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-

French Jesuits had to navigate a more 

 In conclusion, the primary value of 

orders and the mindset of young mission-

shed light on the religious intricacies that 

 
Archives for granting me access and the 

I am also grateful to Nicolas Revire for 
his valuable advice, encouragement, 

-
 

Julien Léonard for providing insightful 
references on early modern Christian 

 
 

ANF   

ANOM   
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Primary Sources

Journal de voyage de Siam

Historia 
de las islas del archipielago y reynos de la 
gran China, Tartaria, Cuchinchina, Malaca, 
Sian, Camboxa y Iappon, y de los sucedido 
en ellos a los religiosos descalços, de la Orden 
del Seraphico Padre San Francisco, de la  
Provincia de San Gregorio de las Philippinas... 

(Barcelona, imprenta de Gabriel Graells y 
Giraldo Dotil, 1601. Hay una segunda edición, 
bajo el título de Historia de los reynos de la 
gran China, Tartaria, Cuchinchina, Malaca, 
Sian, Camboxa y Japon : y de lo sucedido en 
ellos á los religiosos descalços de la órden de S. 
Francisco de Philipinas

Voyage de Siam des 
Pères Jésuites, envoyés par le ROY, aux Indes 
& à la Chine, avec leurs observations astro-
nomiques, & leurs remarques de physique, 
de géographie, d’hydrographie, & d’his-
toire  

Secondary Sources

Catholicism in Southeast Asia, 1500-1700  

Les écoles de pensée religieuse à l’époque 
moderne

 

 
 

Rivista Di Storia Della Chiesa in Italia

 

Histoire des universités 
en France

Rome et les 
missions d’Indochine au XVIIe siècle

Del 
paganismo a la santidad: La incorporación 
de los Indios del Perú al catolicismo, 1532–
1750

-
ments et aspects de l’action des mission- 
naires français (Mission étrangère de 

e moitié du 
Catholicisme et sociétés 

asiatiques  

Les Missionnaires français 

Analyse comparée d’un relatif succès et d’un 
total échec

M i s s i o n s  
Étrangères de Paris

 
premières observations astronomiques 

Aséanie
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Aventuriers au Siam au XVIIe siècle  

L’Europe et le Siam du XVIe au XVIIIe siècle : 
apports culturels

Actes des séminaires organisés 
par l’École française de Rome et l’Università 

Histoire et 
missions chrétiennes

Érudition et religion 
aux XVIIe et XVIIIe siècles

 

In  

XVIIIe siècles),  
 

Le astuzie dei 
gesuiti: le false Istruzioni segrete della  
Compagnia di Gesù e la polemica anti- 
gesuita nei secoli XVII e XVIII

I gesuiti dalle origini alla 
sopressione

Jean Basset 
étude critique du récit inédit 

d’un voyageur au Siam en 1685

Journal of the Siam 
Society

.
 

Relaciones entre Siam y Filipinas en la 
Edad Moderna (siglos XVI-XVIII)  

 
 

Narai and his Response to Missionary 
Journal of the 

Siam Society
Siam und Europa: 

das Königreich Ayutthaya in westlichen 
Berichten 1500–1670

Louis XVI 
et le Siam

cas des missionnaires ibériques au Japon 
Mélange de la casa 

Velazquez
La stratégie 

d’évangélisation des prêtres des missions 
étrangères de Paris  
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Southeast Asian Archaeology & Art History: 
An International Symposium in Honor of 
Professor M.C. Subhadradis Diskul, held on 

centenary of Prince Subhadradis’s birth 
[ . 

and art history, Prince Subhadradis’s 
-

sity and Dean of the Faculty of Archeo- 

impacted Thai education and research.  
 

programs and established a fund 
to support archeological and art  
historical studies in Thailand.

 

Khunying Khaisri Sri-Aroon from Sil-
-

tion honored Prince Subhadradis. The 
opening ceremony featured a special 

 
Sirindhorn [ .

-

-

highlighting their historical and literary 

Prince Subhadradis, emphasizing the 
deep respect and gratitude felt by the 
academic community (read in absentia). 

 

 
historical analysis. 
 In the afternoon session,  

 

Prince Subhadradis’s intriguing 
questions on Lanna art. The  

 
areas, including the naming and 
timeline of Lanna art, the origin of the 
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discussed the dual nature of inscrip-

 
 

-

art and Indian art, focusing on sculpture. 
 
 

tion on the arrangement of Wei-tuo 
 
 

fascinating insights into religious  
iconography.

 
Prof. Dr Saritpong Khunsong from 

 
transition from “Lopburi Art” to the 
archeology of ancient Khmer commu- 
nities in Thailand, particularly during 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Western Tailings Storage Facility (WTSF) 
 
 
 

 
 

refashioning of Siamese identity during 
the 19th century, focusing on the desire 

 In the afternoon of the second day, 

the history of art and multidisciplinary 
 
 
 

Assist. Prof. Dr Pipad Krajaejun from 
 

U Thong art and its connection to 

round table discussion on the future 
of art historical and archeological 

 
Prof. Dr Rasmi Shoocongdej from  

-
 
 
 
 
 
 

sium, highlighting the ongoing  

Southeast Asian archeology and art  
history [ .

success, fostering a deeper understanding 
of Southeast Asian art and archeology 

 
inspire future generations.
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1

 
 
 

Assistant Professor Dr Sompid Katti-

 

sub-committee members for their 

1

Riddhagni & Thanya Lunchaprasith 

1

su.ac.th.
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in absentia
 

  and Gratitude”

 to the Present)”
 

  Sculpture”
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  Period”

 

 

 

 

     Discussants: 
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To celebrate 150 years of teaching 
Siamese language and civilization in 
France, the INALCO Foundation and the 
École française d’Extrême-Orient (EFEO) 
organized a symposium on 15 May 2024 

 
Siamese (Thai) historical studies: Prince 
Damrong Rajanubhab and George Cœdès. 
The international symposium, attended 
by researchers and dignitaries from 
France, Thailand, and the USA, was held 
at the historic headquarters of the 
Institut national des langues et civilisa-
tions orientales (INALCO) at 2, rue de 
Lille, in the 7th arrondissement of Paris 
[ .1 A parallel photographic 
exhibition on the same theme was held 
at the EFEO, avenue du Président Wilson 

 
graced by the presence of HRH Princess 
Maha Chakri Sirindhorn.
 The main organizers of the event 
were Philippe Advani and Arnaud  
Gennevoix for the INALCO Foundation, 
Marie-Sybille de Vienne and Émilie 
Testard for INALCO, and Gregory  
Kourilsky for the EFEO. The exhibition 
was curated by Isabelle Poujol (EFEO) 
with the assistance of Clémence Le Meur 
and Thissana Weerakietsoontorn. The 
initiative was supported by the Royal 
Thai Embassy in France and the French 
Embassy in Thailand, represented 
respectively by Their Excellencies Sarun 
Charoensuwan and Jean-Claude Poimbœuf, 
as well as the French Ministry of Europe 

 The initial writing of Thai history 
is the fruit of both Thai and European 

1 The symposium can be watched in full at: 
h t t p s : / / w w w. y o u t u b e . c o m / w a t c h ? v = 5 A e _

.

scholarly traditions. Two eminent 

resonate in historical studies devoted 
to Siam and the Thai world are Prince 

 
Damrong, a son of King Mongkut 

modernizing the Siamese administra-
tion during the reign of his brother, 

 
Primarily a statesman, Prince Damrong 
inspired both Siamese and foreign  
historians, founding an historical school 

contributions to the history of early 
Southeast Asia, particularly through his 
expertise in the epigraphy of ancient 
Cambodia, Siam, and other cultural 
areas in the region. He served as the 

(i.e., temporary member) of the EFEO 
in Cambodia, Prince Damrong invited  

German Indianist Oskar Frankfurter, 

who had to leave Siam due to the King-

and declaring war on Germany and 
2 Cœdès 

 
taking leave from the EFEO to become an 

 Cœdès worked alongside Prince 

the library and later in the Archeo-
logical Department (which was to  
become an integral part of the Fine Arts 

2 On which, see the article by Volker Grabowsky,  
published in JSS, Vol. 112, Part 1, June 2024: https://

.
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Department)—until 1929, when he was 
appointed Director of the EFEO, then 
headquartered in Hanoi. Their collabo- 
ration resulted in numerous writings 

historical knowledge about Siam and 
neighboring countries. Additionally, 
their partnership introduced new 
approaches and perspectives that 
contributed to the emergence of the 
historical discipline in its modern form 
in the region.
 This symposium, marking the 150th 
anniversary of Thai studies in France, 
celebrated the extraordinary careers 
of Prince Damrong Rajanubhab and 
George Cœdès, while highlighting 
their enduring intellectual and scien-

the origins of Thai history within a  
contemporary framework focused on 

national narratives. The event brought 
together specialists in Thai and pre-Thai  
history, alongside descendants of Prince  
Damrong Rajanubhab—namely, MR 
Damrongdej Diskul and ML Panadda 
Diskul—and the grandson of George 

 The symposium began with an inau-
gural speech in French by HRH Princess 
Maha Chakri Sirindhorn [ . 
Mr Philippe Advani, President of the 
INALCO Foundation, then introduced 
the keynote speakers. Jean-François 
Huchet, President of INALCO, and 
Nicolas Fiévé, Director of the EFEO, 
who delivered speeches underscoring 
the longstanding bonds between their 
institutions and Thailand. Following 
them, ML Panadda Diskul, a senator in 
the Royal Thai Parliament and great-
grandson of Prince Damrong Rajanubhab, 
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delivered a poignant presentation  
honoring the memory of Prince Damrong 
Rajanubhab. He personally recognized 

preserving Thai culture and paid tribute 
to his grandfather, Prince Damrong. 
Admiral Alain Coldefy, President 
of the Société des Membres de la  
Légion d’Honneur in Paris, highlighted 

 
relations, noting that Prince Damrong 
Rajanubhab, George Cœdès, and HRH 
Princess Sirindhorn had all been deco-

 In her address, Marie-Sybille de 
Vienne, Professor Emeritus at INALCO 
and member of the Académie des 
Sciences d’outre-mer, emphasized the 
importance of preserving historical 
memory and heritage, cautioning 
against the temptation to forget great 

General of the International Commit-

tee of the Red Cross in Thailand, closed 
the keynote speeches with a discussion, 
also in French, on the role of Prince  
Damrong Rajanubhab in modernizing 
the Siamese state.
 After these introductory speeches, 
HRH Princess Sirindhorn departed from 
INALCO after taking photographs with 
event organizers and students from 
INALCO’s Thai section in front of the 

and philosopher who made a powerful 
contribution to the progress of Oriental 
studies in France [ .
 Following a visit to the Église Saint-

Her Royal Highness and her delegation 
proceeded to 22 Avenue du Président 
Wilson, the Parisian headquarters of 
the EFEO, to attend the exhibition dedi-
cated to Prince Damrong Rajanubhab 
and George Cœdès. This exhibition 
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showcasing the two scholars conducting 

delegations, and posing with their families 
[ . Alongside these photo-
graphs, various personal belongings of 
George Cœdès and historical documents 
related to both scholars were on display, 
including the Frenchman’s letter of  
appointment as curator of the 

 
Siamese Prince.

After a welcoming speech by Nicolas 
Fiévé, Director of the EFEO, Her Royal 
Highness had the opportunity to explore 
a selection of ancient works, archival 
documents, and Siamese manuscripts 
housed in the Parisian EFEO library. The 

visit concluded with the Princess signing 
the EFEO’s guest book and receiving  
several publications from the institution 
as gifts. Her Royal Highness also donated 
books to the EFEO library.
 Meanwhile, the symposium continued 
at INALCO with three academic sessions. 

 
Cros (Académie du Var). Drawing 
extensively from family archives,  
Mr Cros retraced the collaborative years 
between his grandfather and Prince 
Damrong. Gregory Kourilsky (EFEO, 

 
(Ramkhamhaeng University) then  
delivered a joint presentation on the 
transition from historiography to history  
and the intellectual and methodological 
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exchanges between Prince Damrong 
Rajanubhab and George Cœdès. Christophe 
Pottier (EFEO, Chiang Mai) concluded 
the morning session with a discussion 
on the archeological collections of Thai-
land’s National Museum and Cœdès’s 

and publications.
 The opening session in the afternoon 
delved into the history of art with two 

Nicolas Revire (The Art Institute of  
Chicago) focused on the pioneering 
work of Prince Damrong Rajanubhab 
and George Cœdès during the mid-

studies. The second presentation, by 
Disapong Netlomwong (The Fine Arts 

 
development of Thailand’s National 
Museum under the guidance of these 
two scholars.

prerecorded video, Damrong Rajanubhab’s 
1924 journey to Angkor, which 
inspired his diary book Nirat Nakhon Wat 
(
translated into English and republished 
this year for the occasion.  Émilie 
Testard from INALCO then provided 

seminal work, La Chrestomathie sia-
moise -
tion in the writings of Prince Damrong  
Rajanubhab and George Cœdès.
 The symposium concluded with a 
speech by Philippe Advani, emphasizing 

 Journey to Angkor by HRH Prince Damrong Rajanubhab, 

between Thailand and France in fostering 
both knowledge development and  
diplomatic relations. Advani announced 
plans for an ambitious bilateral program 
over the next two years, commemorating 

 
contact between Siam and France and 
the 170th anniversary of diplomatic 
relations. This initiative aims to enhance 
Thai studies in France through academic 

initiatives in areas such as the interna-
tional teaching of Thai language and 
civilization, historical and archeological 
research, and expert exchanges in heri-

-
raphy, conservation, preservation, and 
restoration.
 A comparable symposium, organized 
by counterparts in the Thai Fine Arts 
Department, is tentatively scheduled to 

Essential contributions to the success of 
this project were made by the Royal 
Thai embassy in France, the French 

Thai section of the Société des Membres 
de la Légion d’honneur, Missions 
Étrangères de Paris (MEP), Dextra, and 
the Centre d’Étude et de Recherche sur 
les Littératures et les Oralités du Monde 
(CERLOM).

Gregory Kourilsky

gregory.kourilsky@efeo.net

INALCO, Paris
emilie.testard@inalco.fr  
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       Philippe Advani, Fondation INALCO, Paris

       Jean-François Huchet, INALCO, Paris
       Nicolas Fiévé, EFEO, Paris
    Admiral Alain Coldefy, Société des Membres de la Légion d’honneur, Paris 
       Marie-Sybille de Vienne, INALCO, Paris

 

 

 

 

       Christophe Pottier, EFEO Chiang Mai:
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       Nicolas Revire, The Art Institute of Chicago:
 

 

 

       Émilie Testard, INALCO, Paris:
La Chrestomathie siamoise  
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Nicolas Revire & Pitchaya Soomjinda, 
eds, Decoding Southeast Asian Art: Studies 
in Honor of Piriya Krairiksh, Bangkok: 
River Books, 2022, 424 pages, 2,200, 
ISBN 978-6164510661 (Hardback)

Decoding Southeast Asian Art is an ambitious 
and beautifully-produced compilation  
of 30 essays by Thai and Western scholars, 
including art historians, historians, 
religious studies specialists, and archeo- 
logists, among others. Spanning over 
2,000 years of art and cultural history, 

multifaceted exploration of the region’s 
artistic heritage. Given the challenges 
inherent in reviewing a collection of this 
magnitude, I focus on what this volume 
reveals about the current state of the 

-
standing of Southeast Asian art.
 The volume honors Dr Piriya Krairiksh, 
whose formidable, wide-ranging scho- 

larship will be studied, mined for 
insights, and debated for years to come. 
Dr Piriya is known for rethinking and 
challenging old assumptions and many 
of the essays here follow his example. 
The results are often admirable and 
important, but, inevitably, sometimes 
less so. Some of the essays are welcome 
updates or expansions of the authors’ 
earlier works.

While the title refers to Southeast 
Asia, most of the authors focus on 
Thailand. Some look at neighboring 
mainland countries; only a handful 
treat Indonesia. But connections with 
India (e.g., essays by Brown, Revire, 
and Lavy), China (Sharrock, Pimpraphai 
& Sng, Woodward), Persia (Listopad, 
Pimpraphai & Sng), and Europe 
(Listopad, Woodward, Supamon, Bautze) 
are frequently discussed, lending a 
welcome breadth of view.  Also welcome 

into the picture the wider worlds of 
Mahayana and tantric Buddhism (e.g., 
Sundström, Sharrock). In addition, 
a wide outlook appears in the conside- 
ration of the movement of people and 
objects through pilgrimage, trade, or 
other travel and exchange.

The best of the essays bring 
together art history, archeology, and 
history to draw attention to important 
but understudied topics or to shed new 
light on topics that have been studied 
for decades. The approaches vary 
widely. Some of the scholars focus on 
art objects, artifacts, and buildings 
in their materiality (Indorf & Reddy); 
some investigate iconography (Sund-
ström, Sharrock, Chotima, Pitchaya); 
some emphasize theoretical concerns 
(Ong, McDaniel). Some wrestle with 
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issues of dating and the reconstruction 
of original meanings (among them Pal, 
Revire, Lavy, Wannasarn, Baptiste); others 
investigate old and current political 
and social concerns (Wannasarn, Baker 

Reynolds, Tayac).

studies. As an aside, it is worth noting 
 

institutions shrink area-studies programs 
and humanities and social sciences in 
general because of declining interest 
and funding. However, Decoding points 
up various sorts of good news for the 

 
documents not previously known, or 

to light, published, or translated. 
Archeological discoveries, such as the 
Buddhist sculptures unearthed some 
years ago in Kampong Cham, Cambodia, 
discussed in Robert Brown’s essay, though 
often modest, have added to our store of 
knowledge. Additionally, ruins have been 
cleared and photographed. Museums 
have made available the results of 

 
and artworks in their care and, some-
times, established testing methods have 
been applied to new sorts of materials; 
for example, bricks from historic struc-
tures have been submitted to thermo-
luminescence testing in the hope of 
narrowing the dating of their buildings 
or distinguishing repairs and additions 
from the original fabric (Wannasarn).
 At the same time, various scholarly 

apparent in Decoding. Documentation 
is often maddeningly sparse. French 
records tell us how many partridges 

speak of what his activities were every 
day, but for the reign of his older con-
temporary Prasat Thong of Ayutthaya 

-
rary Siamese documentation have come 
down to us and we are largely depen-
dent on the accounts of foreigners. 
When various sorts of indigenous 
documents do survive, for example the 
inscriptions of Angkor or the chronicles 
of Ayutthaya, issues of interpretation 
can be daunting. If they were composed 
to glorify—or reinforce the legitimacy 
of—a monarch, it would be challenging 
and controversial to sort out fact from spin.
 Relating art styles to political or 
religious trends is a worthwhile endeavor 
(Murphy), but a complex one. Might 
styles change fairly quickly in answer 
to the tastes or propaganda needs of a 
new dynasty or new monarch? Indeed, 
was the pace of artistic change usually 
smooth or could it be jerky, responding 
quickly to the demands of patrons or the 
intrusion of new ideas from imported 
art objects or even artists? And what of 
moments of archaism or revivalism, as 
discussed by Pierre Baptiste? Old objects 
and buildings were around and could be 
emulated centuries after their creation. 
Deborah Klimburg-Salter, in a recent 
lecture, made the point that in ancient 
Afghanistan sites and even objects that 
were once sacred continued to be sacred 
even through major religious and his-
torical changes; this seems to have been 
true in Southeast Asia as well.
 To focus on art objects, issues of 
dating always make the head ache. A 
temple is mentioned in a document, 
but we cannot always be sure what 
surviving structure or ruin a name 
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refers to. What about old repairs or 
remodeling? Both of these problems are 
discussed by Wannasarn (Saam) Noonsuk. 
For free-standing art objects multiple 
issues present themselves. Few such 
objects have inscribed dates, and few 

old documents to help with dating. For 
example, for the important reign of King 

is referred to multiple times in Decoding, 
few (dare I say zero?) dated buddha 
images or other sculptures are known.1 

From at least the early 20th century, 
fakes have multiplied and are often of 
superb quality. Sometimes laboratory 
examination and testing (especially for 
bronzes) can assist in spotting them. 

not help much with sculptures of stone; 
obviously the issue is not when the 
stone was created, but when it was 
carved. Fakers follow every advance in 
lab analysis and testing and seek ways 

that numbers of objects and buildings 
may have survived only in a fragmen-
tary state and may have been carelessly 
restored. Thus the challenges of using 
artworks as evidence—when little other 
evidence is available—are compounded.
 Another complexity with art objects 
is that it may not be clear whether they 
were made locally or imported (Lorrillard) 
and, if imported, brought from where? 
Furthermore, Buddhist images often 
seem to have been copies or evocations 
of renowned or powerful older images, 
whether made locally or abroad.

1 A standing crowned buddha image in Nakhon Si 
Thammarat has an inscribed date equivalent to 
1671 but is in a style distinct from that of central 

This means that the authors of 
Decoding, when they discuss an artwork, 
must deal with matters of origin and 
authenticity (and of repair). They, and 
other scholars, may not always have 
had the opportunity to examine art 
objects in person; moreover, if the 
objects are in museums or private 
collections, the owners may or may not 
have subjected the objects to rigorous 
examination and testing. For such 
objects, only a front view photo may be 
available; sometimes, in Decoding, the 
reader (and no doubt the author) wishes 
for a back view. The back views of objects 
in Baptiste’s contribution show how 
helpful they can be.

When dated or dateable objects 
may be few, and other documentation 
perhaps sparse, art historians and 
other scholars turn to painstaking visual 
analysis. This inevitably has a com-
ponent of the subjective (as Lavy and 

 
ledge), as disagreements over whether 
a particular painting is actually by 
Rembrandt show.  Over and over in 
Decoding, authors say that this object 
resembles that one and therefore 
one can tentatively conclude such-
and-such. But what if the reader does 
not concur with the purported degree 
of resemblance?
 The sad conclusion one draws from 
reading the numerous essays in which 
dating is discussed—and which con-

is little consensus, but only ongoing 
dispute whether object A is from the 

the 14th or the 17th century. Can we 
imagine having to argue over whether 
the Bamberg Horseman was made about 
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Constraints of length and the num-
ber and quality of illustrations that 
authors have been able to provide may 
contribute to their occasional inabilities 
to convince us. But an issue in several of 
the essays is that authors simply assert 
that something is true without “showing 
their work”—without laying out the 
evidence to support their assertion. 
Lewis Carroll’s Bellman may claim that 
“What I tell you three times is true”, but 
we may remain skeptical.

Some of the authors of essays in 
Decoding overlooked works of other 
scholars; these authors would have 
done better to make use of and address 
this information. Similarly, the names 
of scholars of the not-so-distant past 
such as Boisselier, Griswold, and Fontein 
do not appear often enough in bibliog-
raphies. Unless scholars stand on the 
shoulders of other scholars, the ascent 
to greater understanding will be slow.

The silos of our disciplines may be a 
hindrance. Some historians writing in 
Decoding make excellent use of the work 
of art historians and archeologists—
though they may disagree with the art 
historians’ conclusions—but others do 
not. No doubt the same is true of art 
historians making use of historians’ 
work, though—speaking subjectively 
as an art historian—it seems to me that 
historians are somewhat more likely to 
fail to pay attention to the work of art 
historians and archeologists. 

Unfortunately some Thai scholars 
occasionally miss fundamental works 
in Western languages, leaving gaps in 
their arguments or perpetuating old 

-
turned by Western scholars. Obviously, 
Thai scholars need not agree with the 

need to grapple with the evidence and 
interpretations. Once again, we can say 
“and vice versa”. Some Western scholars 
in Decoding failed to engage with the 
evidence and interpretations of Thai 
scholars.

The reasons for these instances of 

covered by Decoding. Thai scholars may 
have limited English or French; the 
number of Western art historians and 
archeologists who know enough Thai to 
read scholarly books and essays is small 
and diminishing. Access to materials is 
a big problem. How many libraries in 
Thailand—the Siam Society aside—have 
deep holdings of Western art historical 
and archeological scholarship on South-
east Asia going back a hundred years? 

-
sity and museum libraries have deep 
holdings of Thai materials, but even 
these will be hard for a scholar in Miami, 
Cincinnati, or Edinburgh to access, 
despite the wonders of inter-library 
loan. Gradually more books and essays 
will become available digitally, but we 
have not yet reached the Promised 
Land of accessibility. Thus, thanks and 
congratulations to the Siam Society 
for making the full run of JSS available 
online, free and totally open access.

Decoding was edited with care, but 
issues of nomenclature remain that the 

continue to contend with. Scholars in 
recent years have been calling out pro- 
blems with a term such as “Theravada”, 
but what do we use instead in a context 
that does not focus on the nuances of 
usage? Ditto for “tantric” and “Vajrayana”. 
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what does it cover? What about “Cham/
Champa?” Is there such a thing as  
“Islamic” art and does it include  
artworks made by or for Jews or Chris-
tians in majority Muslim countries?
 Then there is the slippery term 

 
Decoding. I suppose we all use it casually 
and think we know what is meant by it, 
but the term begs many questions. If 
I like the clothes Cary Grant wore in a 

and culture, when we speak of Persian or 
 

at, exactly? What were the processes 
and the means? On one end of the scale, 

 
Mughal army conquers Siam and requires 
that the Siamese wear Mughal clothes; 
at the other end of the scale, an observer 
notes that Siamese merchants see 

they look chic. In scholarly instances, 

to spell out precisely what happens and 
how it comes about.

A basic question regarding Decoding 
is “who is the audience?” I have been 
referring to “scholars”. But such a very 
handsome volume, with many striking 
and intriguing pictures as well as useful 
abstracts in Thai and English at the 
beginning of each essay—though no 

index, unfortunately—will appeal 
to non-scholars too. Assuming that 
non-scholar readers, following their 
interests, dip in here and there  they 

 
presented information. However, some 

 
scholars and other essays will leave most 
readers asking, “what was that about?” 
or even “so what?” Further, most  
readers of all backgrounds will encounter 
issues not particular to Decoding, but 

 
culture studies in general.

Overall, Decoding Southeast Asian Art 
as a compilation is a remarkable achieve-

 
of the region’s rich artistic heritage. It 

-
guished career and contributions to the 

and seriousness that is unlikely to be 
matched for several decades.

Forrest McGill
Asian Art Museum, San Francisco (Emeritus)

forrestmcgill@outlook.com

 
The Sacred Sculptures of Thailand: The 
Alexander B. Griswold Collection. Baltimore: 
The Walters Art Gallery.
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This is a detailed, highly researched, and 
theoretically articulate examination 
of the major practice of “installation” 
art in parts of Southeast Asia since the 

 

art in the countries of the principal 

Wah Nu and Tun Wing Aung (Myanmar), 
Khvay Samnan (Cambodia), and Ho 
Tzu Nyen (Singapore). Since important 
artists from Laos, Thailand, Malaysia, 
and Indonesia are not included, their 
work will require a separate study.

For Caroline Ha Thuc, research-based 
art practices raise questions of “the 
potential epistemological impact of an 

Caroline Ha Thuc, Research-Based Art 
Practices in Southeast Asia: The Artist as 
Producer of Knowledge, London: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2022, 289 pages, €99.99, 
ISBN 978-3031095801 (Hardback)

art work, and its ability to challenge the 
viewers’ ways of conceiving knowledge 
and modes of knowledge production” 

academic tools of research and establish 
an archive, which is then the subject of 
presentation to the audience.

For the artist who prefers to 
-

torian artist”, this artistic 
experimental language aims 
above all at converting the 
archive into sensible forms 
able to move the audience. For 
him, the concept of “conver-
sion” means “to be born again” 
and he wishes to give a new 
life to these archives, hitherto 
neglected and unknown by 
most of the people (p. 24).

Research based practice is 
located at two theoretical 
intersections: one is the bring-
ing of truth to experimenta-
tion which typically escapes 
the grasp of iconographically-
based art history, and secondly 
is an art[,] which takes place 
outside the art institutions 
whose frameworks of interpre-
tation and indeed whose codes 
of display or museum siting 

Practice-based works thematize 
and try to preserve and re-present lost 
memories. These are frequently 
suppressed, or their excavation and 
distribution are highly controlled 
by governments with which the 
artist may not agree or is opposed to.

Journal of the Siam Society, Vol. 112, Pt. 2, December 2024



223

The dating of the earliest work in 
 

something of a starting point for such 
works. 

Driven by the desire to build 
and preserve a collective 
memory in Vietnam, he delved 
into investigative processes, 
[and] collected and reactivated 
archives as a material for his 

Moi Coi Di Ve (Spending one’s life 
) 

based work from the country 

This kind of work does not 
attract state support. However, 
when they do not challenge 
directly a sensitive piece of 
knowledge but participate in a 

these artists are encouraged 
to explore historical, social, or 
environmental issues through 
their research practices. One 
case of such permitted excava-
tion is that in Singapore by Ho 
Zu Nyen, Utama every name in 
History is I (2003)[,] question-
ing the established history of 
the foundation of Singapore 
before its nominal foundation 

In some states such as in Myanmar, 
the artists Wah Nu and Tun Wu act as 
cultural researchers but they do not 
name their sources. This ambiguity or 
lack of clarity in research-based works 
means that:

[…] unlike historians, artists 
are not bound to any truth  
and they actually do not “need’ 
to justify their claims. Some 
artists do not cite on purpose 
their references or do so in 
an imprecise or incomplete 
way precisely to play with this  

This kind of art research without 
naming the source is particularly 
necessary in political contexts where 
naming the source could incur the 
political censure of the current regime.
 Even in unpromising political contexts, 

Chung’s deployment of maps or map 
archive records, a new kind of relation 
with the audience is produced where: 

The artist is rather inviting the 
viewer to become a historian, 

 
material and possible stories. 
This opening-up calls for a 
collective enterprise (p. 124). 

Here we can see the attraction of 
open works to those who wish to allow 
the audience to circumvent or set aside 
prior viewing conventions and inter-
pretations over-determined by prior 
political ideology or control positions. 

materials such as maps out of history 
to furnish a creative ambiguity, “the 
ruptures of history” are also occluded. 
This is particularly so with Chung’s 
The Vietnam Exodus Project
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Chung is aiming precisely 
 

establish connections between 
recorded facts and memories 
[…]. Her embroidery map 
serves as a relevant metaphor: 
while she recalls the story of a 
young refugee, she is repairing 
holes, stitching together  
scattered pieces of history  

Chung’s work is a gesture of 
protest against what she calls a “politi-
cally driven historical Amnesia” (p. 142), 
and she aims to extend this practice with 
new groups of artists within Vietnam. 
I think that, clearly, a feature of open, 
extended practice is of relational or 
broadly pedagogical possibilities, rather 

-
logically driven set of formal academic 
standards appraised as such by both 
artist and audience.

An important feature of modernity 
is the relativization of the past. What 
was thought of as habitual practice 
by “us” becomes a newly formulated 
“tradition” in contradistinction to the 

 
“modern”. When research becomes 
an oppositional artistic strategy, old 

-

sound and sometimes re-enactment of 
quasi-religious rituals.

In Wah Nu and Tun Win Aung’s The 
Name  the installa-
tion:

[…] resembles a monument 
where visitors experience a 
quasi-religious ritual that re-
actualizes a myth of resistance 

and freedom. However, its 
non-didactical dimension leaves 
its interpretation totally open, 

 

Caroline Ha Thuc’s understanding 
of this series shows her great intellec-
tual strength. She has direct access to 
the French semiotic conceptual worlds, 
which enable her to bring clearly into 
the light aspects of these installation 
works that might otherwise seem to be 
merely ideological tropes.

She notes that the Barthesian 
function of myth is to deform what 
exists:

My-
thologies

the meaning leaves its contin-
gency behind; it empties itself, 
it becomes impoverished, his-
tory evaporates, only the letter 
remains”. In our example, it is 

This term is “full on one side 
and empty on the other” and 
this is exactly what the artists 
are doing when they “correct 
history”. They deform and 
transform the idea of the British 
power, they propose a new 
vision of it through their 
representations, and the idea 
of the British power is sent 
back to history while a new 

This voiding of myth and the 

other side of the void is a paradigm case 
for semiotic reversal when a hegemon, 
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an authoritarian regime, or a colonial 
power is overthrown, and its explanatory 
power accounts for its great interest to 
anti- and post-colonialists.
 The Khmer dancer-performance 
artist Khvay Samnang has recorded 
dance performance in the jungle and on 
the edge of an ancient escarpment using 
masks, dance forms and music derived 
from those of a minority people, the 
Chong, in distant, northeast Cambodia. 

Ha Thuc thinks that: 

indeed the methodology of an 
ethnographer, but the artist 
borrowed very freely the tools 
of the social scientist [… where] 
the Chong people do not prob-
ably embody a “self”, as sug-

but, on the contrary, a cultural 
and social otherness he wishes 
to discover. This community 
would rather function like a 
mirror of his own culture and 
aspirations as an urban citizen 

By performing the ethnologist’s 

spirits in the same way as the Chong 
performers.

He plunges into the waterfall, 
walks into the deep jungle, 
hides between the high vegeta-
tion. At one point, he is rising 
in a vertical movement, against 
the backdrop of the water-

 
between them (p. 203).

In this new framework, the 
Chong beliefs and traditional 
livelihoods are not linked any 
more to a fantasized reality, 
but to the radical possibility of 
modifying globally the way hu-

 Hal Foster outlined the possibili-
ties and perils of an artist pretending 
to an ethnographer’s position where 
the artist is exposed to several dangers 
because the ethnographer’s protocols 
are not met.

Almost naturally[,] the project 
strays from collaboration to 
self-fashioning, from a de- 
centring of the artist as cultural 
authority to a remaking of the 
other in neo-primitivist guise 

 Much could also be said about mis-
placed or ignored protocols when the 
artist uses an historian’s or art histo-
rian’s tools without following normal 
source indication rules. But probably 

practice are Okwui Enwezor’s critiques 
of mass images of the Holocaust, Abu 
Ghraib, or other traumas, since these 
events instantiate “more complex re-

photographic document and historical 

importance for research as art prac-
tice is the archive, the body of images, 
realia, and texts, and an amnesia to pre-
vent which surfacing, or alternatively to 
show the structure of which, can be the 
intention of the artwork:

 

Journal of the Siam Society, Vol. 112, Pt. 2, December 2024



226

[…] against the tendency of 
contemporary forms of amnesia 
whereby the archive becomes 
a site of lost origins and 
memory is dispossessed, it is 
also within the archive that 
acts of remembering and 
regeneration occur, where a 
suture between the past and 
the present is performed, 
in the indeterminate zone 
between event and image, 
document and monument 

It is here we may approach the most 
critical if also sometimes problematic 
form of research as art practice. Ha 
Thuc calls this “Emancipatory modes of 

-
The Critical 

Dictionary of Southeast Asia 
ongoing). Ho proposes: 

[…] a multiple and complex 
vision of Southeast Asia, con-
verted into an artistic expe-
rience: embedded in life and 
movement, and organized like 
a network of vegetal under-
ground roots, or “rhizome”, 
the Dictionary  
non-linear, multivocal and 
non-authoritative perspective 
of the region that resists any 

This work was inspired by George 
Bataille’s Critical Dictionary
written in French, in which he mixed 
texts and images from ethnology, 
aesthetics, philosophy, and literature. 
Bataille’s writings were listed without a 

logical structure or an alphabetic series, 
and several of Ho’s artworks are con-
nected to the same letter and several 

extremely heterogeneous collection of 
elements, Ho’s work is intended to be 

-
ceive and accept (see list in Ha Thuc,  

 
indicate that:

[…] the Dictionary’s repetitive 
and excessive apparatus reveals 
another possible interpretation 
of the work: instead of perceiving 
side by side all potential mani-
festations of Southeast Asia 
and their singularities, one 

could become similar, and 
almost interchangeable. Their 
accumulation would then 

homogenize them into a long 
and loud ritual that would 
express the power of today’s 
globalizations and uniformization 
of cultures and traditions (p. 243).

In conclusion, Ha Thuc reinforces 
one pre-occupation she adumbrated 
earlier:

Southeast Asian art practices 
[…] participate in […] the 
“decolonization of thought”, a 
global questioning of the idea 

-
nality that invites us to recover 
“the capacity to honour expe-
rience” against our precon-
ceived conceptualization and 
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 Sometimes it is questioned how 
relevant Southeast Asian art practices 
are to the generalized or global art 
history of modernity. In her conclusion, 
Caroline Ha Thuc persuasively links her 
very elaborate and eloquent mobiliza-
tions of art theory and particular art 
histories towards a concern far beyond 
Southeast Asia.

Brooke Schedneck, Religious Tourism 
in Northern Thailand: Encounters with 
Buddhist Monks, Seattle: University of 
Washington Press, 2021, 242 pages, US$32, 
ISBN 978-0295748924 (Paperback)

Archive Fever: 
Uses of the Document in Contemporary 
Art. New York: International Center of  
Photography.

The Return of the Real: 
The Avant-Garde at the End of the Century. 
Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press.

John Clark
University of Sydney (Emeritus)

john.clark@sydney.edu.au

marketing as a place of rich and acces-
sible Buddhist culture, in the past few 

decades Chiang Mai has become a 
preferred destination for international 
travelers to Thailand. Brooke Schedneck 
in Religious Tourism in Northern Thailand 
examines the dynamics of encounters 
between these visitors and the monastic 
community of the city, as well as the 

tourism is having upon how temples are 
managed and local monastic subjectivi-
ties are fashioned. 

Although it touches upon a wealth 
of topics related to contemporary 
Buddhism in Thailand, as Schedneck 

is mainly “concerned with the male 
monastic institution and the encounters 
that urbanization and education have 

 
issues related to the everyday running 
of temples or the public image of 
monastics, Schedneck sets herself apart 
from a long-lasting focus on abstract, 
doctrinal Buddhist matters. To do so, 

and bone monastics dwelling in Chiang 
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of English language or as participants in 
other “cultural exchange” projects run 
by the monasteries. The chapter also 
introduces monastic education in 
Chiang Mai city (pp. 34–37), setting the 
stage for the encounter between monks 
and more casual visitors described in 
the following chapters. 

 
the topic of the agency of Chiang Mai 
monks and novices, highlighting the 
imaginative solutions monks have 
developed in order to manage the 
impact of tourist revenue and tourists’ 
unrestricted access to monastic spaces 
in the city, such as charging entrance 

-

Confronted with these relatively new 
phenomena and moral conundrums 
(for instance, in relation to the han-

may deploy a “rhetoric of deprivation” 
or a “rhetoric of enough”, depending 
on whether they stand for or against 

-
ples. Others  yet favor a middle ground,  
“maintaining sacredness but allowing  
for adaptation, upholding the economy 
of merit while being open to the  

Schedneck’s emphasis on the 
monks’ own initiatives, expressed in 
the constant use throughout the book 
of terms such as “agency” and “creativity”,  
is well taken. However, we cannot  
expect that all Chiang Mai monastics 

brought by tourism into their temples. 
Nevertheless, and even if, as mentioned 

 
visions among monastics with regards 

as an “under-studied group” to which 
scholarship has usually paid scant 
attention (p. x). 

each approaching encounters of tourists 
 

and emphases. The Introduction  
(pp. 3–16) provides background to the 
interactions between foreign travelers 
and Chiang Mai monastics. Making use 
of Anna Tsing’s notion of “friction”, 
Schedneck sets out to demonstrate that, 
in spite of their lack of control upon 
global forces, but through their own 
initiative, Chiang Mai monastics are 
capable of harnessing the potential threat 
that the tourist industry represents. She 
asserts that monks are able to manipu-
late these global forces for their own 
purposes, that is, the economic suste- 
nance and the educational mission of 
temples, as well as the spread of Bud-
dhism. The “friction” informing those 
encounters is therefore understood as 

 
 
 

to “engage modernity on their own 

 
of past encounters between local 
Buddhists and European visitors such as 
missionaries and government envoys, 
Chapter 1 (pp. 17–43) enumerates the 
modalities of encounters focused on in 
the book, in particular the “Buddhist 
cultural exchange programs” run by the 

for foreigners (pp. 31–34). In fact, the 
majority of the book’s foreign protago-
nists are young men and women engaged 
in mid- and long-term interactions with 
Chiang Mai monastics, often as teachers 
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to how resources are best managed are 
 

 
and among local monasteries. 

Similarly, the book neglects the 
diversity of geographical and social 
backgrounds of Chiang Mai monastics. 
Many novices and monks residing in 
Chiang Mai city temples come from 
rural areas in this and other provinces 
of northern Thailand and beyond. In 
spite of this, Schedneck seems to group 
all Chiang Mai monks together into the 

two being “forest monks” and “khruba” 
( ) or charismatic monks of north-

monastic attitudes towards money 

Furthermore, many among Chiang Mai 
city temple-dwellers belong to peoples 
inhabiting the interstices between 

 
Upper Mekong region. These young 
men, as Schedneck points out, try to 

-
ties and social mobility that the temples 

“the main reason for the large popula-
tion of student monks” in Chiang Mai 
(p. 43). While this diversity is occasion-
ally acknowledged, the study fails to 

 
in their understanding of monastic tex-
tuality and discipline, and in general 
can hardly be described as favoring 
the “doctrinalist” version of Buddhism 
which Schedneck attributes to “Chiang 

 
-

scription of the interest in apotropaic 
practices to southern Thailand). 

The same can be said of the typo- 
logy of international visitors presented 
in Chapter 3 (pp. 76–100), and elabo-
rated according to the accounts of  
local monks and novices themselves. 

 
“Westerners”, is designated by Sched-

While monks seem to regard Chinese 
and Muslims tourists (third and fourth 
groups, respectively) with a certain  
suspicion, the second group holds 
the role of the truly “competitive 
other”, played by Christian mis-
sionaries, whose frequent confron-
tational attitude toward Buddhist 

 
opinion these monks hold of them. 
The chapter is rich in anecdotes and 
provocative; nevertheless, and whatever 
can be said about the accuracy or 
degree of incidence of such stereotypes, 
the description further reinforces 
the homogenization of “Chiang Mai 
monks” into a single group with similar 
interests and prejudices, as these 
perceptions regarding foreign visitors 
are implicitly attributed to all members 
of this community. 

Parallel to this homogenization of 
the diversity of backgrounds among 
Chiang Mai monastics, the reader may 

Religious Tourism a similarly static 
and essentialized depiction of Buddhism 
as the main factor determining social 
action on the part of Chiang Mai monks, 
the communities they belong to, and, 
to a lesser extent, the foreign visitors. 
Even if the author mentions other 
motivations, in general these are set 
aside in favor of Buddhism. While one 
can argue that the study is concerned 
with encounters between monastics 
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and foreign travelers and not with the 
nature of Buddhism, I believe that the 
indiscriminate use of the term “Buddhist” 
to characterize everything in the book, 
from temples and monks to traditions, 
people, relations, homelands, attitudes, 
authenticity, or the encounter between 
monks and foreign travelers itself, while 
taking for granted what such character-
ization means, contributes to an over-
all mischaracterization of the book’s  
subject.   

The author’s discussion of the con-
troversial topic of missionization in 

 
as an example of this problem. In 
spite of the insidious co-optation of 
the term “the Christian tradition”, 
and, most importantly, of the appa- 
rently skeptical position of several of her 
interlocutors, Schedneck insists on con-
cluding that even though “Buddhists 
may not subscribe to the proselytizing 
practices of Christianity, they missionize 
in ways that make use of practices and 

One of these ways, she asserts, is by 
demonstrating “their lifestyle in public 
through their demeanor, behavior, and 
actions” (p. 113). Thus, missionization 
becomes a key catalyst for monks and 
novices in Chiang Mai not only for 
interacting with foreigners, but even 

place. In the opinion of this reviewer, 
the issue is not deciding whether or not 
Buddhist monks and novices engage 
in activities which can be described as 
“missionization”, but whether “spread-
ing the Dhamma” is truly such a funda-
mental aspect in their lives. 

Schedneck’s essentialized represen-
tation of Buddhism may be said to be 

prioritize the voices of monastics and (to 
a lesser extent) foreign visitors. These 
voices often reference Buddhist doctrine 
or Buddhist goals as their main motiva-
tion. Schedneck takes such statements 
at face value; by so doing she seems to 
agree and reinforce the impression that 
Buddhism is indeed the most important 
factor in their lives. One suspects that 
there may be more to monastic’s state-
ment than this. However, as the enquiry 

interlocutors’ backgrounds and as,  
ultimately, ethnographic descriptions 
of temple management or interactions 
between monks and international 
travelers are scarce, there is no way for 
the reader to contrast such opinions 
with the actual dynamics of the encounters. 

The limitations of the emphasis on 
the subjective and individual aspects 
of the encounter at the expense of the 
collective or structural aspects can be 

 
relies on testimonies of foreign partici- 
pants in cultural exchange programs 
in Chiang Mai temples to explore the 
transformative aspects of the encounter. 
This exploration focuses on how 
expectations of “authenticity” and 

 
encounter. The ambiguity and tension 
between such expectations and 
dominant, normative representations 
of the life of monastics in general, on one 
side, and the actual behavior of some 
members of this group, on the other, is 
strongly felt in some of the accounts, 
especially in the few pages dealing with 
the “misconduct” of Chiang Mai monks 

 
pages we get a few glimpses of complex 
and thought-provoking interactions 
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(and indeed “frictions”) among the actors 
involved, including a student expressing 

monks attending a class with a foreign 
female volunteer and caught “looking 

But these glimpses, usually provided by 
foreigners intrigued or shocked by such 
anecdotes, are all too brief and mostly 
unexplored by Schedneck; the lack of 
pursuing these cases further is regret-
table, because they point to the loci 
where the “authentic” agencies of both 
monastics and foreign visitors might 
actually be located.  

 
172) add some more testimonies 
regarding the transformative potential 
of these encounters, this time from the 
point of view of Thai monastics. It also 

religious exchange programs in other 
countries with Buddhist traditions, such 
as Korea or Japan. 

It seems to me that the investigation 
underlying this volume could have been 
enriched by relativizing “Buddhism” 
as an explanatory tool and by further 
questioning mainstream representa-

tions and stereotypes concerning the 
tradition, as well as taking-for-granted 
Buddhism’s over-determination of all 
things Thai. This caveat could also 
be applied to the problematic binary 
“sacred”/“profane”, which is over-
looked beyond the obvious statement 
that the two spheres are “not simply 

Perhaps monasticism in Chiang Mai 
could be best depicted as a contested 

 
discourses related to discipline and 

groups. 
 In any case, Religious Tourism is an 
informative and innovative work on 
contemporary exchanges between 
monastics and international visitors. 
By exploring relations usually left 
outside the study of Buddhist monas-
ticism, Schedneck’s book represents 
a valuable contribution to the under-
standing of the lives of novices and 
monks in Thailand.
 

Roger Casas
Independent scholar

roger.casas@gmail.com 
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The volume title is to some extent 
misleading, since it covers just part 
of mainland Southeast Asia (Vietnam 
excluded), the region that used to be 
called “Theravada Buddhist Southeast 
Asia”. The nine chapters (divided in 
three parts) present case studies and 

-
tions), Myanmar (three contributions), 
and Cambodia and Laos (one contribu-
tion each). The question this book poses 

and respond to power in actual small-
scale face-to-face situations. The title 
and subtitle contain the two key con-
cepts of the book, namely community 
movement and assemblage. 

Derived from “community” and 
“social movement”, “community move-
ment” is the process by which people 
create alternative communities that can 
persist under inescapable hegemony. 
This term encapsulates social processes 
emerging from collectivities of people 
that cannot be captured by conven-
tional views. This concept is an attempt 
to show how people move and act in 
search of a better life. The concept, 
already proposed by Tanabe in his 
earlier book (Tanabe 2016), “captures 
the micromovements in which people 
are engaged throughout their daily 

The second concept presents more 

English fails to provide the meaning of 
the original French agencement, a term 
that refers to the action of matching 

 
(v. agencer), as well as the result of such 
an action, an ensemble of parts that 
mesh together well. Manuel DeLanda, 

authors, and one by an English specialist of Japan 

Community Movements in Southeast Asia is 
the third volume that Professor Shige-
haru Tanabe has published as (co-) 
editor in Chiang Mai where he taught at 

Japan as a specialist of northern Thai-
land, Thai Buddhism, and Thai peasant 
communities. These three books con-
cern Southeast Asian communities, but, 
with this volume, there are two major 

Professor 
at the Research Institute for Languages 
and Cultures of Asia and Africa is 
co-editor, and (2) all the contributors 
are Japanese scholars.1

1 For example, in his earlier edited volume, there was 
only a second Japanese contributor, but four Thai 

Ryoko Nishii & Shigeharu Tanabe, 
eds, Community Movements in Southeast 
Asia: An Anthropological Perspective of 
Assemblages, Chiang Mai: Silkworm 
Books, 2022, 320 pages, 695, ISBN 
978-6162151866 (Paperback)
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one of the best-known American 
Deleuzeans, notes that “the concept is 
given half a dozen by 
its creators, [philosopher] Gilles Deleuze 
and [psychoanalyst] Félix Guattari, each 

separate aspect of their philosophy” 
(DeLanda 2016: 1; author’s emphasize). 

a multiplicity which is made up of 
many heterogeneous terms and which 
establishes liaisons and the relations 
between them across age, sex, and 
reigns. The assemblage’s only unity is 
that of co-functioning: it is a symbiosis of 
actors, or a “sympathy”. In assemblage, 

but alliances. In his earlier book, Tanabe 
wrote that assemblage consists of “a 

institutions, individuals, groups, things, 
and nature where its constituent parts  

 
certain autonomy” (2016: 3).

In her introduction to this volume, 
Ryoko Nishii proposes to see community 
movements as assemblages, without 
assuming a pre-existing organic whole-

is a totality made up of various relations 
of extrinsic nature. The constituent 

from the assemblage and connect to 
 

co-editor 
Professor Tanabe, “The Assemblage of 
Resistance in Crisis:  Buddhist Hermits  
of King’s Mountain in Northern Thai-
land”, is very interesting in its own 
right. The cases he develops are well 
chosen and convincing. The King’s 
Mountain hermitage is one of the Bud-

dhist assemblages that emerged from 
participation by a number of “deterri-
torialized” people who have settled, or 
stayed temporarily, as hermits, yogis, or 
other kinds of “minoritarian” person-

of the hermitage have equipped them-
selves with self-organizational features 
into an assemblage characterized by 
its multiplicity, heterogeneous compo-
nents, liaisons, alliances, or networks. 
The King’s Mountain hermitage is said 
to be an assemblage in endless resis-
tance to the Buddhist Sangha and its 
discourses, which have been constructed 
through modernization since the late-

In -
bling the Community of Voice: Commu-
nity Radio in Northern Thailand”, Ryo 
Takagi (Kanagawa University) examines 
how three community radio stations in 
Chiang Mai adapted to governmental 
restrictions on freedom of speech amid 
changes in power in contemporary  
Thailand. Communities were reassem-
bled while actualizing the potential of 
diverse individuals, components, and 
mediators. The cases discussed in this 

-
dation of diverse elements or a combi- 
nation of multiple diversities, or a 
dynamic arrangement of diverse 
elements combining heterogeneous 
forces, systems, individuals, objects, 
and natural factors, both human 
and non-human, such as the voices 
on the radio and social media (p. 60).

In “Forest Memory and Community 
Movements: Hmong Communities in 
Thailand” (Chapter 3
editor Ryoko Nishii explains that many 
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Hmong are angry and frustrated that 
the land they used to cultivate freely is 
now owned by others and that they are 
now forced to pay rent just to continue 
cultivation. Thus, shared memories of 
the past in the forest with the 
Communist Party of Thailand (CPT), 
combined with present circumstances, 

as assemblages in these three commu-
nities. These are not social movements 
based on political culture or class homo-
geneity, but ad hoc assemblages formed 
by chance, characterized by diversity 
and heterogeneity. 

In 
Training Workshops as an Opportunity 
for Self-transformation: The Dhamma 
School Movement in Myanmar”, Keiko 
Tosa (Tokyo University of Foreign 
Studies) proposes to regard the 

community movements and examine 
how the Dhamma School Movement is 
spread and interacts with the political-
religious situation in Myanmar. 

With  
enter the second section dealing with 
ethnic minorities in Myanmar. In “Mus-
lims as Citizens of Myanmar: Education 
in the Muslim Community”, Ayako Saito 
focuses on education in the Muslim com-
munity in Myanmar (4.3% of the popu-
lation) after the anti-Muslim movement 
from 2013 to 2016, but before the coup 
d’État led in February 2021. She portrays 
Bamar Muslims as trying to live as model 
Burmese citizens in Burmese society.

In “Ethnic Language Education and 
State-building in Myanmar: Community 
Movement of Kayah (Karenni)” (Chapter 

Kubo (Otsuma 
Women’s University) examines the type 

of community assemblage formed by 
the Kayah (Karenni) people through the 
invention of the Karenni script which 
has emerged as one of the core founda-
tions of the Karenni Nation. Khu Hteh 

when he discovered that the pronuncia-
tions and tones of his Kayah native lan-
guage could not be expressed correctly 
with the English or Burmese alphabets. 

-
puter fonts in the 2000s, and today the 
Karenni script is used on social network 
services (SNSs), such as Facebook.

us to 
northeast Thailand (Isan), with “The 
Integrated Agriculture and Community 
Movement in Northeast Thailand”. 
Nobuko Koya (Otani University) makes 
clear that the type of agriculture that 

as well as a sustainable environment, 
including agroforestry, is recognized as 
a community movement. She assesses 
the characteristics of Inpaeng Network’s 
integrated agriculture and the relations 
between the community and the state, 
capitalism, and globalization. 

In “Crossing the Limits: Implica-
tions of Rope Bridge-building for Social  
Movements in Southern Laos” (  

Nakata (Kobe 
City University of Foreign Studies) 
attempts to examine how local inhabi- 
tants in southern Laos struggled to 
sustain themselves after being deprived 
of a large part of their farmland for large-
scale rubber plantations. She explores 
how people, under the authoritarian 
Socialist regime, were deprived of the 
option of organizing collective actions 
against the government. She describes 
how they developed ways to act to 

Journal of the Siam Society, Vol. 112, Pt. 2, December 2024



these actions can be compared to a social 
movement. These people did not intend 
to organize a genuine social movement; 
rather they developed a movement of 
people who, in an unfamiliar situation, 
met and found that they could cooperate 
for a common objective, eventually 
proving they were capable of achieving 
their goals without recourse to open 
protests (p. 261).

In the last 
“Glocal Assemblage in Community 
Movements: Transforming Collective 
Actions in Cambodian Land Rights 
Movements”, Professor Toshihiro Abe 
(Otani University) made use of the 
concept of community movement as well 
as “glocalization” and “assemblage”, 
attributed here to Manuel DeLanda, 
exploring a possible type of community 
movement in a politically restricted 
context (p. 270). These collective actions 
all incorporated new social elements 

 
as monks and IT tools, political 
movements, female leadership, Hollywood 
symbols, and indigenous peoples in 
“traditional” mountain areas were 
eye-catching, particularly for members 
of younger generations not previously 

 
These actions developed into a glocal 
assemblage of community movements 
in a context of harsh globalization and 

The contributions in this book are 
undeniably very informative case studies 
on often rarely researched aspects 
of Asian societies. However, I am not 
entirely persuaded that the use of 

concepts such as “assemblage”, 
“subject”, or “rhizome”, borrowed 
from well-known French philosophers 
(here, especially Deleuze, Guattari, and 
Foucault) was absolutely necessary. A 
good theory should make things easier 
to understand, not more obscure. In 
his earlier edited volume, Professor 

 
of “imagined communities” first 
developed by the late Benedict Anderson 

 
Southeast Asia, and proposed an 
interesting alternative with “imagining 
communities”. Perhaps, the Japanese 
editors of this volume and their fellow 
colleagues should have tried here again 
to propose new concepts more 
appropriate to their research goals 
instead of trying to make use of general 
theories developed by earlier Western 
philosophers ignoring everything about 
Southeast Asian complexities.

• Delanda, Manuel. 2016. Assemblage 
Theory. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 
Press.

Imagining 
Communities in Thailand: Ethnographic 
Approaches. Chiang Mai: Mekong Press.
———. 2016. Communities of Potential: 
Social Assemblages in Thailand and Beyond. 
Chiang Mai: Silkworm Books.

Université Aix-Marseille (Retired)
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military force. Most of the members 
of the community are former soldiers 
from the Shan United Revolutionary 
Army (SURA) led by Kawn Song ( ), 
also known as Mo Heng ( ).

To make her case, she draws on her 

and her linguistic competence in Thai, 
Shan, and Burmese. Her most intensive 

when she lived in the community for a 
total of two years. During this time, she 
made occasional trips to Chiang Mai to 
explore the lives and livelihoods of Shan 
working there. She also spent 10 weeks 
in Myanmar exploring Shan popular 

returned to either Thailand or Myanmar 
twice a year to continue her research. 

Ferguson begins her argument with 
a prologue about Suerkhan Fa (also 
spelled Sukhan Fa, ), the mythical 
founder of the original Shan kingdom. 

1364.  The recollection of this hero and 
his ability to unite Shan into a single 
kingdom serves as the symbol for the 
ongoing drive to recreate a Shan nation. 

Ferguson examines the decades-long 
process to repossess the nation-state 
by exploring “the military battle and 
cultural war in its ongoing relations 
with Shan’s principal interlocutors: 
Burmese and Thai” (p. 26). This is then 
contextualized through the analysis of 
the border region’s political economic 
history which situates her discussion 
of the Wan Kan Hai community and 
locates its members within Thai, 
Burmese, and Shan histories. Her par-
ticular focus is on the changing nature 
of these polities in light of pre-colonial, 
colonial, and post-colonial histories.

In this book, Jane Ferguson “retraces 
the cultural roots and ongoing dynamic 
relationship between the people of 
Shanland, its citizens, its advocates 
and enemies through the transitions of 
colonialism, the Cold War, heroin wars, 

of displacement and undocumented 
labor” (p. 10). She explores what it means 
to be Shan for a community of former 
soldiers and their families in the con-
text of both Thailand and Myanmar. The 
community, which she calls “Wan Kan 
Hai”, is in Thailand but within shouting 
distance of a Myanmar military camp 
and relatively close to a Shan State 
Army-South camp, the remaining Shan 

Jane M. Ferguson, Repossessing Shan-
land: Myanmar, Thailand, and a Nation-
State Deferred, Madison: University 
of Wisconsin Press, 2021, 320 pages, 
$79.95 ISBN 978-0299333003 (Hardback)
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the pre-colonial and colonial period 
and provides an overview of earlier 
states, the role of religion (Theravada 
Buddhist), and ideas about ethnic 
identity. The colonial period takes 
us through the creation of bounded 
territorial states, the imposition 
of European notions of states as 
one people, one territory, and one 
religion, and the consequences these 
had for local political leaders’ ideas 
about who and what they are. The 
Shan Chief ’s school, established with 
the sons of Shan princes ( ) in 
mind, helped create a sense of unity 
among Shan elite. The Burmese 
constitution established a federated 
state where groups such as Shan had 
the right to secede after ten years. 
These two facts helped set the stage 
for Shan leaders to advocate for an 
independent nation-state.

Cold War politics (Chapter 2, 

Chinese Nationalist Army (Kuomintang, 
KMT); the United States’ involvement in 
Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia; the 
opium trade; and political unrest 
within post-colonial Burma and the 

in power must be added to the mix of 
colonialism, Theravada Buddhism, etc. 
It is against this landscape that Ferguson 
explores the various militias and Shan 
armies that arise in response. This 
provides the history behind the settle-
ment of Wan Kan Hai, the people who 
settled there, and its location. Here we 
learn about the leaders of two major 
Shan armies, the infamous Khun Sa 
(

connected with the Shan State Army, 
and Kawn Song, leader of the Shan 
United  Revolutionary Army.

role the SURA played in supporting 
and promoting Shan culture and 
literacy. This incorporates the history of 
the various Shan scripts as well as the 
assorted primers for learning to read 
and write Shan. Ferguson emphasizes 
the promotion of Shan nationalist rock 
and roll songs; the chapter includes 
three of these songs, complete with 
lyrics in Shan script as well as transla-
tions into English. The chapter ends 
with accounts of the path some women 
took to become soldiers in the SURA.

a parallel discussion of Khun Sa (real 
), the Shan 

United Army, and the Mong Tai Army 
(MTA) that consolidated a number of 
Shan armies, including the SURA. The 
chapter details Khun Sa’s background 
and life and his involvement in the 
Shan United Army as well as his role in 
establishing the MTA. Ferguson details 
the intertwined histories of the Shan 
United Army, the Kuomintang army, the 

 
in opium/heroin, gems, and other 
goods. As the Cold War ended, political 
relations among the MTA, SURA 
soldiers and leaders that joined the MTA, 
and the Burmese and Thai governments 
became increasingly complex. Because 
Ferguson’s community was mostly 
constituted from remnants of the SURA 
and followers of Kawn Song, she reports 
their negative perspective on Khun Sa, 
who is painted rather darkly.

 
towards the lives and livelihoods of Shan 
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refugees/migrants inside Thailand, 
focusing on Shan living in Wan Kan Hai. 
Shan do not have refugee status; this 
means that, for many in this community 
as well as elsewhere in Thailand, Shan 
do not have Thai identity papers and 
may not have one of the various identity 
cards that allow them to work outside 
the province where they live. Since 
they do not have farmland there are not 
many opportunities for earning a living 
within the community. If they work 
outside the community, they are at risk 
as illegal aliens. Ferguson discusses 
the legal and historical background on 
immigrants and refugees and then 
provides a series of stories about the 
hassles Shan people from Wan Kan Hai 
face working in urban areas and inter-
acting with Thai nationals; obviously, 
Thai do not see Shan as proper “Thai”.

In this chapter, we see inside Wan 
Kan Hai and the people’s relationships 
with Thai people both as tourists and 
do-gooders. Some tourists come because 
of the attraction of Shan cultural perfor-
mances and to visit what they consider 
what life was like in the past in Central 
Thailand. Non-government organiza-
tions or private voluntary organizations 
come to improve the lives of people in 
the community but usually without 
achieving much. Ferguson uses this 
discussion to highlight the ways in 
which Shan see themselves in relation 
to lowland Thai people and the limited 
power they have to negotiate their 
position.

From “traditional” Shan culture 
and uneasy relationships with the Thai 
political-economy and culture, the next 

 
creation of modern Shan popular culture, 

particularly Shan rock and roll. This is 
a subject close to Ferguson’s own rock 
and roll heart as she played guitar 
during jam sessions with people in the 
community. This chapter is the most 
ethnographic and from it gives us a 
good sense of the people in the commu-
nity and Ferguson’s positive relation-
ships with them. While Ferguson likes 
rock and roll, she uses this chapter to 
make the point that music is for more 
than enjoyment. Informally people will 
play Burmese songs; to be Shan does 
not mean purging their music apprecia-

and other events where being Shan is 
highlighted, the songs are all Shan. As 
Ferguson says, “the repossession of 
Shanland is not just a military project; it 
is an intellectual and cultural assertion 
of Shan-ness, with enemies much more 
nebulous than just Tatmadaw soldiers 
with guns drawn” (p. 216).

 
(pp. 220–242) focuses on the large-scale 
festival that leads up to participating 
boys becoming Shan novice monks. This 
ceremony, Poi Sang Lawng ( ; 

; festival of novices-in- 
becoming) is the iconic “Shan” festival. 
It is celebrated in Shan communities 
where the people are Thai citizens, in 
Shan migrant communities in Chiang 
Mai, and in Wan Kan Hai and surrounding 
Shan communities. The Thai Tourist 
Authority (TAT) promotes these festivals 
primarily for Thai tourists. The 
ordination is a rite of passage for the 
boys as well as their parents who 
sponsor them. The festival takes on 
added meaning for people in Wan Kan 
Hai as an enactment of a Shan national 
state that is also “in-becoming”. 
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The conclusion reiterates the major 
points of Ferguson’s argument. This 

the construction of a water system for 
Wan Kan Hai, drawing on the resources 
of the Thai administration for plans, on 
community members for funding, and 
the nearby Shan State-South Army for 
heavy construction, while the water 
comes from streams on the Burmese/
Shan side of the border. This vignette 
encapsulates the issues confronting 
Shan attempts to repossess Shanland.
 The desire to repossess Shanland 

all Shan in Thailand. Shan in Mae Hong 
Son are descendants of Shan who lived 
in the area before Thailand incorporated 
the area;  they became Thai citizens as 
the area became part of Thailand. While 
it is unclear how many of Thai–Shan are 
committed to repossessing Shanland, 
Shan migrants not based in commu-

nities established by one of the Shan 
armies, which includes the majority of 
the people living in Wan Kan Hai, desire 
an independent Shan nation.
 In conclusion, Ferguson’s writing is 
engaging and lively. Within the chapters, 
Ferguson often alternates between 
providing historical and current 
political background for the topic at 

stories to illustrate how Shan from 
her community deal with these issues. 

 
background while making the subjects 
engaging for non-specialist readers. For 
more knowledgeable readers the book 
provides insights into the processes that 
create and support a contested national 
and ethnic identity.

Nicola Tannenbaum
Lehigh University (Emerita)

nt01@lehigh.edu
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This book is the product of a research 
project entitled “Competing Regional 
Integrations in Southeast Asia” (CRISEA), 
funded by the European Commission’s 
Horizon 2020 program.  The project was 
undertaken by researchers of a consor-
tium of thirteen European and South-
east Asian academic institutions. Based 
on the observation that Southeast Asia 

of competing and overlapping identities, 
the volume’s case studies examine 

transnational linkages, and experiences 
of violence shape collective imaginings 
and sentiments of belonging. Against 

many previous works that emphasize 
the role of the state in conceptualizing 
and promoting national and regional 
identities, the authors of the present 
volume choose to focus on the experi-
ences, strategies, and views of non-state 
actors who are looking for legitimate 

 The collection brings together 
seventeen contributions that combine 
the skills and approaches of history, 
anthropology, sociology, political science, 
literature, and development studies. 
According to the volume’s focuses, 
these contributions are divided into 
three thematic sections: “generations”, 
“transnationalism”, and “violence”. 

 
K. Hendytio, who analyses how the 
Indonesian millennial generations (born 

 
contemporary collective political imag-
ination about ASEAN identity. While 
perceiving ASEAN as essential and 
relevant, most respondents to the survey 
stated that the regional organization’s 
identity is more based on geographical 
proximity and physical/cultural simi- 
larities than on shared values. In 

Ken traces the evolution over time of 
the Chinese Hakka linguistic practices in 
Malaysia, concluding that, while the use 
of dialect as spoken language has 
gradually declined, a revival of dia-
lect identity has occurred amongst 

implementation of the “New Economic 
Policy” favoring Malay bumiputra. The 
next two chapters deal with mining 

Natasha Pairaudeau lays out the singular 

Jayeel Cornelio & Volker Grabowsky, 
eds, Regional Identities in Southeast Asia: 
Contemporary Challenges, Historical 
Fractures, Chiang Mai: Silkworm 
Books, 2023, 472 pages, 950, ISBN 
978-6162151903 (Paperback)
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destiny of the Kola, Burmese caravan-
ners who became ruby and sapphire 
prospectors in the Pailin area at the 

-
dependence of Cambodia onwards, 
they gradually lost their monopoly 
of gem extraction. Persecuted by the 
Khmer Rouges, they were either physi-

author, however, shows that they have 
been recently patrimonialized as an 
“ethnic group”, a symbol of local gem 
mining, for tourist development. More 
oriented toward the precariousness of 
labor and livelihoods caused by trans-
national capitalism is the perspective 
developed by Oliver Tappe. In Chapter 4 

legislation, transnational migration, 
investment politics, and global economic 

-
tions of artisanal small-scale tin miners 
and work migrants in the Laotian 
province of Khammouane.
 The second section of the book, 

 
 

Leepreecha of the transnational 
organizations and events that promote 
indigenism in Southeast Asia. He con-
cludes that the concept of indigeneity 
is of recent import in the region and 
that only two countries (the Philippines 
and Cambodia) now provide particular 

 

Darmawan and Jan van der Putten 
reconstruct the transnational process 
of promotion of the Riau Islands as the 
motherland of the Malays. This process 
involves civil servants, cultural activists, 
and other local agents; it culminated 
in 2012 with the coronation of a new 

 
 

discusses Singapore’s restrictive 
immigration rules applied to the skilled 
Filipino labor force, following the 

 
ruling PAP’s election debacle in 2011. 
Filipino migration is also dealt with by 
Jayeel Cornelio and Erron C. Medina in 

 
inquiry into the motivations of Catholic 
priests sent on a mission to Bangkok. 

narrative among the Filipino priests 
is that their decision to become 
missionaries was an interruption in the 
ordinary course of their existence 
brought about by a divine encounter. In 

 
Buadaeng also studies Christian 
missions, by showing how their 
apostolic work has created a new 
ethno-religious identity, named Talaku, 
among the Karen, on the borderland 
between Thailand and Myanmar. Sirui 
Dao and Volker Grabowsky, in Chapter 10 

documented dossier of Buddhist pil-
grimages and the restoration of Tai 
Lue temples in Sipsong Panna 
(Xishuangbanna), which involve trans-
national networks of devotees and 
famous monks. More original is the 

 
by Roger Casas of the life and funeral of 
the last king of Sipsong Panna, Dao Shixun 
( , 
Chao Mom Kham Lue), who remained a 
symbol of Tai Lue identity, despite 
Beijing’s attempts to plunge it into 
oblivion.  
 The third section of the book, 
devoted to “violence” as a factor of 
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internal cohesion, begins with Chapter 12 
 

Medina and Bianca Ysabelle Franco of 

the anti-crime campaigns led by Rodrigo 

“Bongbong” Marcos Jr, his successor as 
head of state. There follows Chapter 13 

Perkasa, who focuses on the construc-
tion of Papuan youth as the result of 
the armed contestation by Free Papua 
separatist movements against Indone-
sian violent oppression and margin-

Jacques P. Leider retraces the episode 
of interfaith violence that bloodied 

 
violence when the Rohingya were 
victims between 2012 and 2017. In 

Grabowsky questions the role young 
people played in the mass violence 
orchestrated by the Khmer Rouge 

 
 

to the plateaus of central Vietnam. 
Through the testimony of a Hrê veteran 

 
 

Hrê against the Communist adminis- 
tration and the resulting repression. 
They also explore the impact of the 
memory of the event on the construc-
tion of the identity of this group of high-
landers. Finally, in the last Chapter 17 

 

the ambiguous political role played by 
martial arts groups in Timor-Leste. 
Her study deals with the street 
violence carried out by these groups, 
the powerful feeling of belonging they 
cultivate, as well as the links they 
maintain with the Indonesian pancak 
silat groups of which they are a local 
emanation. She also analyzes their 
involvement in the political game as 
“electoral muscle” and their problematic 

forces of Timor-Leste.
 While each contribution to the 
collection sheds valuable light on 
often little-known identity construction 

 
diversity of the topics addressed, the 
various social scales and periods 

 
articulation with a common set of 

 
editors claim that, taken together, 
the volume’s chapters question “to 
what extent non-state actors are 
taking part in shaping, or contesting, 
regional integration” (p. 1), most 
contributions do not directly address 
this central question. Hence, the reader 
senses a scattering of resources and 
results, evoking more the proceedings 
of a weakly structured symposium 
than the result of a closely coordinated 
research program.

Bernard Formoso
Université Paul-Valéry–Montpellier 3

bernard.formoso@univ-montp3.fr
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Jonathan Rigg, More Than Rural: 
Textures of Thailand’s Agrarian 
Transformation, Honolulu: University of 
Hawai‘i Press, 2022, 324 pages, 
14 illustrations, 1 map, US$30, ISBN 
978-0824892371 (Paperback)

In this extremely important work,1 
Professor Jonathan Rigg is absolutely 
clear in his methods and goals. The 
volume consists of a collection and 

forth his agenda (p. xv), “start[ing] with 
a simple puzzle with a simple argument. 
Everything is connected in one way or 
another. The puzzle is why Thailand’s 
rapid development, modernization, and 
deep structural change have not led to a 
more throughgoing restructuring of the 

1 The paperback volume is reviewed here; it is 
identical in every way to the hardback edition 

-
ously, in the apparent persistence of the 
Thai smallholder […]”. Riggs terms this 
persistance “modernization without 
depeasantization”. “The core argument 
[…] is that we must view the Thai coun-
tryside as more than rural […]. [U]nder-
standing the Thai countryside, whether 
as a social, political, or productive space, 
is only possible when we take our eyes 

 the rural ball [emphasis in original]. 
This extends from how we conceptualize 
the household to the ways we track and 
measure livelihoods, to how we come to 
understand Thai rural identities, to why 
crops are cultivated in the way that they 

 
itself in such a political impasse today”. 

Chaper 1’s introductory paragraphs 
(pp. 1–3) focus this argument: 

The Thai rural present is 
often little understood by 
those at the center of political 
and economic power in Thai-
land, and rural futures are 
couched in terms of what was, 
or was thought to be, rather 
than what is, or might be.  
Bangkok’s urban elites have 
little understanding of or 
connections to the countryside. 
The rural imaginary claims a 
tight hold on the Thai psyche 
but frequently bears little 
resemblance to what is actually 
happening in the countryside. 
[There is a] disjuncture between 
the empirical rural and the 
imaginary rural […]. This gap 

 
worldview and set of expe-
riences. It [comes from] an 
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emerging and deepening level 
of asocial inequality [emphasis 
in original] that separates the 
population[s] of Thailand […].
 There are no discrete popu-
lations of peasants with their 

their minds in the village. 
Millions of farmers [and their 
children] have worked in 
urban contexts and industrial 
employment, often overseas. 
They have engaged with the 
wider world, often for many 
years, and have knowledge of 
that world […]. Rural Thais are 

key currents of transformation 
[…]. The Thai economic miracle 
has been founded on the 
willingness of millions of rural 
dwellers to leave the security 
of their homes and farms to 
labor in the factories and 
building sites and on the 

of Bangkok and other urban 
centers thus making Thailand’s 
transformation to an upper- 
middle-income economy possible.
This is the human heart of the 

economic miracle […].

 I quote Rigg extensively because he 
pinpoints the major disconnect in Thai 
society, which I was unable to express in 

-

rice growing northeast Thai–Lao village 
where I had spent a year and a half, 
I looked over at a house whose members 
I knew and thought about how all ten 

of them managed so that, together and 
separately, they could see themselves 
as members of a successful household 
at the same time as each of them had 
their own goals for achieving success. 
I had been in residence to initiate a base-
line study of land-tenure and social 
organization for a community scheduled 
to experience qualitative change in 
rice production, from a single crop to 
double cropping with fertilizers and 
insecticides as part of “The Green Revo-
lution”. The project was sponsored by 
the Asian Development Bank; the Thai 
government developed the project and 

of irrigation water had come down-

than the canals. 
 But even with that early disappoint-
ment, it was apparent that the major 
impact was an unintended consequence: 
the construction of raised dikes to 

year-round transportation to nearby 
markets and jobs. Village farmers had 
consistely told government agents that  
growing rice was the least remunera-
tive way rural people could spend their 
time; income could more easily be 
acquired almost any other way.
 The ensuing tug-of-war between 
the state-mandated obligation to grow 
rice and villagers’ knowledge that the 
way to get richer was to go to Bangkok, 
Sa-ud (Saudi Arabia), Iraq, Israel, and 
elsewhere into “the world” has led to 
Rigg’s paradox of small landholdings 
integrated with an increasingly 
“cosmopolitan” population (Keyes 2012) 
enjoying paved roads, electricity, large 
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and, most importantly, increased wealth 
and well-being.  
 More Than Rural is a comprehen-
sive synthesis addressing this paradox 
charting ways to understand and cope 
with it. A symposium (De Koninck et 
al. 2020) and several published reviews 

Smith 2020; Natrajan 2021) have 
outlined the book’s theses and its 
conclusions. In this review, I would 
like to add two concepts coming from 

 
cycle of domestic groups and (2) 

 
between rural and urban. These 
concepts help to extend the focus 

enable us to comprehend the continuing 
development of a cosmopolitan, some-
times aggressive people, given the 
miniscule land bases from which they come.
 Beyond the Preface, which presents 
an illuminating short history of Prof. 
Rigg’s engagement with northeast Thai 
farmers, and Chapter 1, “Introduction”, 
lie nine enlightening chapters, each 
titled with a single word: Inheritances, 
Spaces, Flourishing, Society, Land, Labor, 
Livelihoods, Class, ending with Futures. 
Each chapter ranges widely over the 
massive amount of research that Rigg 
and others have conducted in Southeast 
Asian rural societies over the last 
decades, always with their eyes canted 
towards the national and international 
urban world. In other words, the volume 
provides a national (in Thailand’s case, 
Kingdom’s) view of urban-rural inter-
actions. Rigg, while ensuring that rural 
folks are seen as actors and agents 
in their presents and futures, also 

 

 
government administrators, are 
examined and addressed.

 
especially important in developing 
Rigg’s holistic analysis. They also provide 
exemplary instructive examples of the 
depth and breadth of his analysis of 
rural economy and society as well 
as comprehension of the underlying 
dynamics of urban input and attempted 
control over what ruralites might want 
to do. He makes clear that the tension 
between urban conceits and rural reali-
ties, especially a nation’s or Kingdom’s 
drive for development, couched in 
materialistic terms when meshed with 
local aspirations for better and success-

the present day, involving minimal land 
holdings, local versions of McMansions, 
and vocal and behavioral agitation for 

 
issues are not problems of rural people; 
they stem from the arrogance of those 
who see the rural population as easily 
duped “buffaloes” ( , khwai), 
mechanical respondents to whatever is 
doled out by urbanites. 
 Rather than continue to abuse 
Bangkok’s elite, I would prefer to add 
some thoughts  to complement Rigg’s 
analysis: to add possible insights that 
might make his sophisticated analysis 
even more prescient. Here I draw upon 
my own experience with northeast Thai 
villages coupled with that of an astute 
observer with an urban perspective, 
Professor Richard O’Connor. 

an intensive study of wet-rice produc-
tion. It was evident that I was learning 
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from experts; they had access (this was 
before the introduction of GMO rice 

khao niao ( ), sticky rice, which 
formed the foundation of their subsis-

khao chao ( ), boiled rice, most of 
which was sold to Chinese rice millers. 
I do not know if these varieties corre-

but they did evidence extreme local 
adaptations coupled with farmers’ local 
knowledge of the requirements for the 
successful cultivation of each variety. 
Farmers complemented these rice vari-
eties with sophisticated plowing, water 
management, planting, transplanting, 
harvesting, and threshing practices. 
The labor required at times during this 
cycle was intense, and, natually, house-
holds cooperated with labor exchange 
practices, articulated with management 
of household labor resources to handle 
these tasks. This is not a picture of 
dunderhead workers; each housedhold 
member, especially of the descendant 
generation, was constantly thinking of 
how they could do better themselves. 
Success might mean marrying and moving 
to new settlements or, increasingly, 
going to work in factories in and around 
Bangkok. Regarding this mix  of tactics, 

 
social organization from the urban 
model. It depended on intensive local 
knowledge and careful engagement with 

 The government’s program imposed 
on village farmers allotted little respect 
for local knowledge. It was based on the 
transformation of rice cultivation to 
double cropping, importing fast growing 

varieties dependent on fertilizer and 
insecticides, allowing no time for 
fallowing of the land, disintegration of 
rice straw, or supression of water-borne 
diseases, thus involving a shift from 

, khwai lek) 
and the reduction of the annual demand 
for intensive labor input. These changes 
also meant the recalculation and real-
location of household labor and the 
substitution of rice varieties that could 
mature without transplanting and be 
harvested by combines.
 However, divorce of household 
members from intensive involvement 
with rice production did not separate 
them from the idea that the rice they ate 
was a product of their, or their mother’s, 
land, nor from their determination to 
return “home” at least once annually 
to obtain a bag of home-cultivated rice, 
engage in community festivities, and 
re-establish their participation in village 
life. The scarcity of food and poverty 
of the home landscapes in which 
they matured, as well as the constant 
governmental drumbeat regarding 
“development”, schooled emigrants to 
become acutely aware of opportunities 
to better themselves elsewhere, even as 
they continued to be aware that home 
was a material and emotional resource. 
Pattana ( , development) was and 
remains a constant trope in Buddhism 
as promulgated by the state as well as 
a state-supported goal for each village, 
household, and member. Local villagers 
incorporated this concept into their 
world view in their quest for sustenance, 
resulting in a constant search for new 
land and new resources on which to 
base a living. The lights and freedom 
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of Bangkok and the development of 
industry provided opportunities to 
conform to these mandates.
 Rigg is clear: “We cannot write of 
the household as if it is self-evident 
and unproblematic” (p. 100, emphasis 
in original). He documents this in 

how the average age in households has 
increased and households have become 
multi-sited, with wage-earners in distant 
locations and children and elderly in 
villages. I would like to expand this, to 
point out that these dynamics are part 
of a household’s developmental cycle, 
captured in the anthropological phrase, 
“the developmental cycle of domestic 

well documented that, over time, Thai 
rural households would expand in size 
as children were born and reached 
maturity, becoming workers contributing 
to the success of the total enterprise. 
But, as the children matured, it would 
become evident that the household 
could not support most of them, even 
though the amount of land and other 
resources captured by the totality of 
family members might increase through 
rent or purchase from “shrinking” 
households in other stages of their own 
developmental cycles. Thus, marriages  
occurred, with, preferentially, a man 
moving to his wife’s household and 
then that couple striking out on their 
own, taking with them some of the 
accumulated wealth of her parental 

-
able, this emerging family/household 
might remain in the parental village; if 
not, they moved to a new location. Until 

Thailand were available to provide for  

aggressive expansion. Meanwhile, urban 
and industrial expansion provided 
additional resources, not accompanied 
by land. However, in villages, as 
“daughter” families with husbands and 
grandchildren emigrated, the original 
household shrank in size and wealth; the 
land that children had helped cultivate 
was sold or rented to other households 
increasing in size and wealth. Of course, 
the lottery of reproduction, children’s 
genders, and the health and well-being 
of parents and children would all 
contribute to a family’s chances of 
success. But these would vary over time, 
giving other households their chances to 
become successful, up to the point when 
their children would have to leave.
 As land for expansion became 
increasingly scarce, two new factors 
entered into the equation. First, urban 
and industrial growth provided ways 
for married and single children to hive 

resources to be sent back to grand- 
parents with dependent grand-children; 
thus, multi-sited households. Second, 

available and was rapidly and widely 
advertised and adopted. Thailand 
became a world leader in birth control, 
with a today reported 1.3 children 
total fertility per woman, well below 
replacement. Together these two factors 
resulted in rural households with 
miniature land holdings and a drasti-
cally altered “developmental” cycle.
 My other contribution to Rigg’s 
volume stems from O’Connor’s analysis 
of Siamese or Thai society. As noted 
above, O’Connor observed that rice 
cultivation produced a form of social 
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the urban pattern. Rice cultivation 
depends on intensive local knowledge 
and the development of an integrated 
culture, whereas Siamese or Thai urban 
society is based on rule: “[…] enforcing 
interaction (rather) than enforcing 
integration”. “Governing exerted power 
coercively while growing rice nurtured 
life cooperatively. These two activities 

 
unconnected. Overall, ‘rule’ and ‘rice’ 
were symbolically, structurally and 
functionally incompatible” (O’Connor 

 This is the paradox that Riggs 
-

ters of More Than Rural: why are Thai 
governmental structures so incapable of 
responding to what is going on in the 
larger world of the rural? The epitome 
of this disjunction today is the 
continuing recourse by Thai elite to 

for rural householders. “Increasingly, 
(governmental policy) has become a 
mission to control and limit the 
desires of the rural population in 
order to prevent rural classes from 
changing the terms of the political 

 
emphasis on “development” produced 
a multi-faceted economy with a 
substantial population divorced from 
local knowledge of rice culture, without 
removing them from their allegiance to 
their original land and kin. Moreover, 
this emphasis on “development” is now 

 
for a population brought up to “develop”, 
to achieve, become wealthy, and attain 
material success.
 The question for Rigg and other 
observers of the Thai and Southeast Asian 

rural and, necessarily, urban scenes is the 
implications of this paradox. Will policies 
result in a population divorced from 
locality, dependent on rice bought in a 
market with a minimum representing 
parental landholdings, essentially 
alienated from its background, or will 
these policies engender a population 
that feels that success has come, that 
they are part of an integrated Kingdom, 
and the future bodes well for them-
selves and their children? As this review 
is written towards the end of 
(August), .  = 2024 ), 
the prognosis does not look good.
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Matthew Hunt, Thai Cinema Uncen-
sored, Chiang Mai: Silkworms Books, 
2022, 312 pages, $32.00, ISBN: 978-
6162151699 (Paperback)

La production et la réalisation ciné-
matographiques en Thaïlande sont 

 
 

d’origine étatique, pour ne pas froisser 
le système politique monarchique, ou 

and the Tai State. In State Power and  
Culture in Thailand, ed. by E. Paul  

University Southeast Asia Studies.
-

tion of the Tai Muang as a City-State. In 
A Comparative Study of Thirty City-State 
Cultures, ed. by Mogens Herman Hansen, 
431–443. Copenhagen: The Royal Danish 
Academy of Arts and Sciences.

• Schmidt-Vogt, Dietrich 2020. Review. 
International Quarterly for Asian Studies 

• Smith, Nick R. 2020. Rural Perspectives 
on Asia’s Urban-Rural Relations. Journal 
of Asian Studies

University of North Carolina–Chapel Hill

issues du traditionalisme socioculturel 
et religieux, ces censures se manifestent 
également sur le plan commercial. Les 
impératifs d’exploitation favorisent la 
distribution des blockbusters interna-

-
tique hors normes. Le livre Thai Cinema 
Uncensored de Mathew Hunt1  
une plongée éclairante dans l’univers 
cinématographique thaïlandais, explo-
rant l’histoire complexe de cette indus-
trie du point de vue exclusif de la censure 
endogène ou exogène, notamment de 
ceux qui ont dû la subir, les réalisateurs. 
L’auteur met en lumière l’évolution de 

celui du passé. Il y met aussi en exergue 

de la combattre, en invitant des réa-
 

les spectateurs qui en pâtissent.

1 Matthew Hunt est un auteur britannique installé 
en Thaïlande depuis 2004. Titulaire d’un Master 

 
https://blog.matthewhunt.com
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 Dans une introduction rapide 
(pp. 1–3), Hunt esquisse d’abord un état 
des lieux du cinéma thaïlandais, subis-

de la notion d’art cinématographique 
et qui contraint les metteurs en scène 

 
L’ouvrage se découpe ensuite en deux 
parties, la première est chapitrée selon 

 
en thèmes plus ou moins développés. 
La seconde partie fait appel aux réali-
sateurs thaïlandais considérés comme 
indépendants qui apportent leur contri-

 
sévère sur ceux qui les gouvernent, les 
censeurs, les cultures bien-pensantes 
qui pèsent de tout leur poids sur ce qui 
serait inacceptable de voir ou simple-
ment d’apercevoir. 

marquants de la censure du cinéma 
thaïlandais, son interventionnisme, 
soulignant les actes politiques, les lois 

internationales qui ont contraints les 

dans le cadre d’événements thaïlandais 

 
des révisions (de représentation, de 
montage, de bande sonore, de sous-

restrictions (d’agenda, de passage et 
lieux d’exploitation, de publics, de 
communication publicitaire…), des 
annulations (de pressions diplomatiques, 

religieux…), des interdictions (de certains 
publics, de scènes, de propos…) qui 

système lorsqu’il s’agit de trouver des 

cinématographie. Il serait même 
invoqué l’incapacité de discernement 
du public thaïlandais, une identité 
nationale ou Thainess qui rendrait 

qui sortirait d’un droit chemin balisé 
 

et nation. Une façon de fabriquer 

penche sur la vision de l’être humain 
dans sa chair, la notion de genre, les 
intimités du corps, les promiscuités 
et les attirances qui seraient sociale-

l’écran, mettant en évidence les réalisa-

ont marqué ces aspects de la sexualité et 
de la nudité. Hunt analyse les éléments 

 
leur impact sur le terrain de la censure. 
Ce cinéma pose aussi la question de la 
sexualisation occidentale et ses inter- 

culture thaïlandaise et la promotion du 
tourisme. 

-
tuent les trois piliers du militarisme, du 
monarchisme et du nationalisme face 
aux désirs de montrer les changements 
survenus dans le cours de l’histoire 
politique du pays, sur les dernières 
décennies. Des facteurs tels le pouvoir, 
la loi (de lèse-majesté), les violences et 

déterminent la naissance ou la mort 
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rende parfois illisible pour celui qui ne 
connaît pas les clés de la métaphore. Les 
grandes dates des révoltes citoyennes, 

des pouvoirs ne sont pas décrites dans  
leurs parfois tragiques et cruelles 
réalités, mais suggérées par de silences 
évocateurs, des codes stylistiques 
comme des couleurs ou des formules, 

 
censeurs. Pour celles et ceux qui 
connaissent l’histoire de ce pays, ces 

leurs mailles, donnent des indices 
révélateurs sur le ressenti non-dit des 
populations. 
 Le quatrième chapitre (pp. 123–

 
colonne intouchable de la religion 
d’État, le bouddhisme, et ses représen-
tants parfois trop humains pour appa-
raître dans une séquence. L’irrévérence 
d’une simple scène de la vie quotidienne 
d’un moine peut déclencher l’hydre de 
la censure. Une attitude un peu ridicule, 
une sortie hors cadre, un propos irres-

une catégorie jugée non projetable au 
-

tion déterminant pour le succès ou le 

 La seconde partie (pp. 146–241) 
s’intéresse aux points de vue des réali-
sateurs, scénaristes et/ou producteurs 

contribution inédite et personnalisée 
des contraintes ou des interdits liées 
aux formes de censure évoquées dans la 
première partie, même si les rapproche-
ments ne sont pas toujours explicites. 
Elle apporte une vision d’artistes et de 

avec un système de références en notes 
-

tervenant. Les anecdotes et les explica-
tions qu’apportent les plus expérimen-
tés d’entre eux, comme Apitchatpong 
Weerasethakul ( ; 

-
bats perdus d’avance mais souvent dans 
un esprit de jeu du chat maladroit et de 
la souris espiègle. D’autres, comme 
Thunska Pansittivorakul (

  
trancher dans le vif quant aux réalités 
historiques parfois massacrées… Malgré 

cette seconde partie laisse une part 
malheureusement congrue aux femmes, 
sur quelques pages, comme Tanwarin 
Sukkhapisit (  ; née 

  
(  
décharge, elles sont peu nombreuses 

ailleurs. 
 En conclusion, Thai Cinema Uncensored 

inédite du cinéma thaïlandais indépen-

cinéma aux marges. On peut cependant 
regretter que le livre semble davantage 

souligne une réalité où les spectateurs 
thaïlandais, en grande partie détournés 
des salles de cinéma, se réfugient dans 

de streaming. On aurait également aimé 
que la censure soit évoquée par les 

notamment dans les coupures sauvages 
qui déconstruisent la narration, les 
floutages qui cassent l’esthétisme 
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Paul Chambers & Nithi Nuangjam-
nong, eds, Beer in East Asia: A Political 
Economy, London: Routledge, 2023, 
278 pages, £96, ISBN 978-1032253275 
(Hardback)

The editors of this compilation open 
their brief Introduction by stating, “This 
volume did not have to be written” 

de l’image ou du son. Il aurait été 
intéressant d’entendre le point de vue 
de réalisateurs plus consensuels, issus 
du cinéma de divertissement, tels que 
Nonzee Nimibutr (  ; né 

de censeurs peu scrupuleux. De même, 
la perspective de femmes de renommée 
internationale encore rares dans le 
cinéma thaïlandais, comme Anocha 
Suwichakornpong (  ; 

reprises dans l’ouvrage. Malgré cela, 
le livre reste une ressource précieuse 

l’évolution et la diversité du cinéma 

Bruno Marchal
Thammasat University
bruno.m@arts.tu.ac.th 

to learn of this publication, which was 
a concise, informative, and enjoy-
able read. Although beer may appear 
to some to be a commodity requiring 
little serious investigation, scholars of 
business, industry, foodways, marketing, 
and consumption studies know well 
that beer brewing has become a truly 

for economies and societies throughout 

as a theoretical framework for the ten 
chapters that follow, each focused on 
the beer market’s development in the 
following countries, including four 
in East Asia and six in Southeast Asia 
(ASEAN): Japan, China, Korea, Taiwan, 
the Philippines, Vietnam, Thailand, 
Laos, Cambodia, and Myanmar.
 The volume’s conceptual framework 
is outlined very clearly in Chapter 1 

an institutionalist focus on political 
economy, referred to as Historical 
Institutionalism (HI). Each subsequent 
chapter follows a similar pattern— 
beginning with the origins of beer 
production in the given region, 
detailing how domestic producers 
emerged and developed, describing key 
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their regional markets, but key high-
lights from each follow here. Given the 
analytical pattern of HI outlined above, 
which each author follows closely,  
the chapters have an empirical and 
somewhat repetitive approach to  
market development and the narratives 
sometimes feel unproblematized. For  
example, few of the authors explore the 
way that beer production competed with 

brewing traditions. Still, the volume 
features many bright spots, including 
anecdotes about beer advertising, sales, 
and consumption that give the reader 
a taste of local markets and consumer 
preferences, as well as the motives 
behind state regulation, taxation, and 
control. 

co-editor Nithi Nuangjamnong focuses 
upon Japan, home to one of East Asia’s 
oldest modern beer brewing industries 

 
beer’s initially high cost and unfa- 
miliar taste. This author establishes the 
pattern of the industry’s emergence, 
early development, mid-20th century 
wartime disruption, postwar reforma-
tion, and steady corporate ascendancy 
into a global brewing leader with inter-
national reach and brand recognition. 
Chapter 2 also establishes the pattern of 
the craft brewer emerging as a welcome 
market participant in recent decades, 
particularly given the product innova-
tion that they bring, but only if they 
are content to control a tiny fraction 
of the market and rely very often upon 
managing bars and restaurants in order 
to survive.

 
Weihang and co-editor Paul Chambers 

changes in market share between 
rivals, discussing how brewers have 
marketed a globalized product in a way 
that appeals to domestic consumers, 

emergence of craft brewing. 
 Through this HI lens, each author 
approaches their chosen regional beer 
market with an eye for major brewers, 
institutions, state actors, or conditions 

 
impeded the beer industry in that 

 
owners, be they state companies, corpo-
rations, or privately-held concerns, and 
they explore the state environment that 

-

by leading brewers to win and dominate 
market-share, and how that was often a 
limiting, even retarding force that has 
stymied innovation and creativity. The 
pattern that emerges reveals that, once  
a major brewer takes control of the 
domestic market, rivals seldom eclipse 
them. Occasionally, the tables were 
turned, but if the state’s revenues are 

hard way not to challenge the leaders. 
 

its tax revenues, particularly where 
economies are developing and state- 
controlled breweries are involved. For 
this reason, in every market studied, 
craft brewers remain bit players. They 
may be celebrated by discriminating 
consumers and they are frequently 
media darlings, but their market share 
is tiny, and their economic importance is 
limited. 
 Space does not permit a detailed 
review of each of the ten chapters and 
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explore China’s beer industry, including 
early brands like Harbin and Tsing-
tao. The postwar emergence of Bear 
Beer is also an interesting study, which 
seesaws between Russian and Chinese 
control. At one point, when the Chinese 
sought to revitalize the brand in the 

leaders emerged, framed as the “Three 
Beer Kingdom”, Chinese brewing 
output ranked among the top in the 

 
little. Again, the chapter closes with the 
emergence of the craft brewpub in the 
alleyways of the nation’s capital, which 
has led to beer tourism among those in 
search of unique and creative brews. 
Even so, the authors note that these 
little brewers struggle to compete 
against the market leaders.  

Howe documents the development of 
Korea’s beer marketplace, which turns 
on a 2012 report in The Economist that 
derided the nation’s beer as “boring”. 
This prompted a reckoning, especially 
with the success of North Korean beer 
brewing, which was widely regarded 

again, the pattern of market deregu-
lation led to the emergence of South 
Korean craft brewers’ intent upon 
reinvigorating the nation’s beer 

and appeal. Nevertheless, the longtime 
market leaders continue to control 

engaging narratives as he explores 
Taiwan’s beer market. Owing to the 
island’s small scale, the author is able 

to delve much more deeply into where 
and how beer has been sold. Especially  
interesting is the study of the beerhouses 
that emerged in urban centers in the 

drinkers but abhorred by neighboring 

and unsanitary conditions. Another 
interesting topic includes the advertising 
wars between domestic brewer Taiwan 
Beer and foreign imports like Heineken, 
which culminated in Taiwan Beer’s 
deployment of “over 140 scantily dressed 
young women to promote the brand in 

the industry has matured and come to 

younger consumers, who often gather 
in dining pubs because they cannot 

Batalla and Julio C. Teehankee detail 
the development of brewer San Miguel, 
which they claim, “has been a witness 
to Philippine state-building”, and “has 
been embedded in the Filipino national 
psyche and plays a role in nationalist 
mythmaking with its media adver-
tisements” (p. 106). They explain that 
HI “shows how political struggles are 
mediated through institutions” (p. 107), 
which they follow with a lengthy study 
of San Miguel’s emergence, develop-
ment, and its complicated ownership 
history. Despite ups, downs, and a com-
plicated relationship with the political 
ruling class, San Miguel remains a 

 
innovate in order to retain its grip on 
market share and consumer sentiment.

 
Chapman outlines beer’s evolution in 
Vietnam, where the beverage enjoys 
widespread popularity. By this point in 
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the book, another pattern emerges; beer 
has been adopted and domesticated 
in each of the nations examined, and 
despite indigenous brewing traditions  
of all sorts, beer leads the way in 
production, sales, and consumption of 
alcoholic drinks. Moreover, beer brands 

on national identity, pride, and unique-
ness versus neighboring countries. This 
author too follows this thread from 
beer’s birth as a colonial endeavor born 
of French interests, to its reclamation 
as a light, low-alcohol domestic brew 

bia (beer). In 
another especially bright passage, 
Chapman explores phenomena like beer 
kegs known as bia boms, and simple, 
green glass cups that retain perennial 
popularity at simple beer cafes known 
as bia , which have become a “Viet-

mushroomed; though the country had 

the year 2000. While rising sales came 
together with the many social ills of 
overconsumption, beer is now a “much-
loved institution in Vietnam” and has 

Nithi Nuangjamnong and Paul Chambers 
take the reader down a now-familiar 
road that begins with beer brewing by 
resident foreigners and leads gradually 
to the emergence of domestic brewer 

 
-

rawd and its star brand, Singha, were 
unsuccessful, owing to Boonrawd’s 
well-developed distribution network, 

 
loyalty, and close relationship with 

-
land’s military was rumored to have a 
plan to nationalize the market leader, 

but ultimately it was the emergence of 

dominance, which was further beset by 

craft beer, it began with a Thai mili-
 

nation’s laws against home brewing, 

of legal prohibitions and the emergence 
of smaller brewers. 

Rathie documents the emergence of 
the Lao beer industry, following a long 
period of French control of brewing, 
which was designed to recoup revenue 
for the colonial government. The  

Over the next 20 years, its brand evolved 

 
consumer sentiment for the domestic 
brewer over neighboring imports. Again, 
while imported brands and craft beer 
would try to compete for market share, 
Beerlao has retained its edge through 
new product innovation and clever 
marketing that focuses on national pride. 
Importantly, the author also points out 

Beerlao’s success on two levels; it gener-
ates huge revenues for the state, and “it 
helps to sedate the populace on a broad 
scale”, as it “distracts their attention 
from chronic problems such as delayed 
salaries, deteriorating workplaces, 
virtually non-existent welfare and a  
casual regard for law” (p. 202).
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editor Paul Chambers explores the beer 
industry in Cambodia, which he argues 
is trending toward being a “predatory 

revenue for the ruling class without 
 

economic development (p. 212). Again, 
the beer industry grew out of French 
colonial era, but Pol Pot’s Khmer Rouge 

the industry did not resurge until the 

neighboring Thailand began to arrive  
 

liberalization of Cambodian laws 

the three market leaders were Carlsberg 
Cambodia, Heineken Cambodia, and 
Khmer Beverages (KHB). As the tax 

for the state, there is little incentive to 
change that tax regime, to institute a 
minimum drinking age, to place limits 
on beer advertising, or to curb the 
use of “beer girls” who work at beer 
gardens. Again, craft brewing has 
exploded in Phnom Penh, but despite 

 
accounted for just 2% of market share in 
2022, on par with that in other regional 
nations.

Richard Horsey and Thomas Kean 
explore the beer market in Myanmar 
(Burma), which was dominated by 
imported British brands and beers 
produced locally by the Fountain 
Brewery and the Mandalay Brewery 
until the Second World War. For 
decades thereafter, beer production was 
very limited, as the cost was too high 

but market reforms stalled and the 
military soon retained control of beer 
production and its revenues. However, 
foreign brands, which were deemed 
superior to domestic brews, continue to 
be smuggled into Myanmar in tremendous 
volumes, topping 1 million hectoliters 

 And there, the volume ends abruptly, 
with no conclusion. This was a lost 
opportunity to draw together the many 
interesting themes covered by the many 
authors, including taxation, foreign 
competition, investment, ownership 
struggles, national pride and identity, 
state monopolies, military control, craft 
brewing, pubs and bars, beer marketing, 
material culture, and so on. Though the 
conceptual HI lens is valuable, many of 
these wider themes were enjoyable to 
read and they deserved further synthesis. 
 Broadly, this work will appeal to 
scholars of East and Southeast Asia 
who study business, history, industry, 
foodways, and both post-colonial and 
postwar development. It features a 

markets, production, and consump-
tion, which will help those who study 
international product innovation and 
adaptation. Most importantly, this book 
underscores the remarkable popularity 
of beer in eastern Asia, where gene- 
rations of consumers have grown up 
knowing it as a domestic product, often 
tied to national identity, and with deep 
ties to the state owing to its lucrative 
revenues. 

Truckee Meadows Community College
jalexander@tmcc.edu
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This book is a follow-up to Teddy 
Spha Palasthira’s Addresses, A Siamese 
Memoirs, which came out in 2010. In the 

-
hood in England during the Second 
World War and in post-war Europe. 
This continuation takes Teddy through 
secondary education at an English 
boarding school and his studies to be an 
English Barrister at the Middle Temple 
in London.
 After school, Teddy took a number 
of part-time jobs to earn extra pocket 

 

 

Teddy Spha Palasthira, Siamese 
Anglophile: 50s British Schoolboy to 

, 
Singapore: Talisman, 2023, 256 pages, 
US$13.90, ISBN 978-9811848162 
(Paperback)

the glamourous world of international  
advertisement, from which he retired as 
one of its global stars. He is now a writer 
based in Thailand.
 This book is a worthy successor to 
Addresses. Teddy is as entertaining a 
raconteur as ever, with an astonishing 
memory. Once a long time ago, he told 
me about an old school reunion which 
he attended. It was hilarious and it is 

book word for word on page 23.
 The book is obviously based not just 
on memory; it is thoroughly researched 
and full of fascinating facts. His old 
school, Eltham College in southeast 
London, had also been attended by Eric 
Liddell, who won the 400-meter gold 

Chariots of Fire.            
 Teddy’s infectious sense of humor 
means that there are regular Laugh Out 

 
Book of 

Household Management  
cooking, where one of her recommen-
dations “was to boil pasta for one hour 
and three quarters before serving. For 
macaroni though, she recommended 
a mere three quarters of an hour, just 

Teddy’s part-time jobs. They were won-
derfully varied, starting with working 
for the British Royal Mail to being an 
“Oriental Extra” in American and British 

appeared in 

home by Sean Connery. Teddy appeared 
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You Only Live 
Twice
both her hands around his to protect the 

 
A Countess 

from Hong Kong
was a dramatically memorable moment 

most beautiful hands I had ever seen. 
For her it was simply getting her ciga-
rette lit” (p. 167). In this last chapter 
before graduating to adulthood, Teddy 

tell us that British–American come-

2003) was born in Eltham, not far from 
his school, whence he emigrated to 

 

in two and a half pages of his brief 
career at the Thai Ministry of Foreign 

six months after me. The experience 
must have been so bad that his memory 
fails him. We were in the News and 
Analysis Division of the Information 

worked in the Information Department 
building, not in the main Saranrom 
Palace building ( ). 

not air-conditioned, and it was indeed 
“very hot”; it was also full of mosqui-
toes.
 Teddy was assigned to edit the 
Foreign Minister’s collected speeches 
the Ministry was publishing. He did not 

-
plete. I even designed the cover for the 

two-volume publication, which came 
out before Foreign Minister Thanat 
Khoman (

months, Teddy left. I sympathized and 
said so to his father, Somboon Palasthira 
( –2000) who 
was then the distinguished and elegant 
Permanent Secretary for Foreign 

happy to leave the Ministry. Somboon 
sardonically replied that Teddy may be 
happy, but he was not. I think he wished 
his son would become an ambassador 
and head of the service like himself.
 Teddy went on to have a stellar 
career in advertising, during which 
he once “arranged a traditional Thai 
dinner in the tropical gardens of the 

 

He has written about advertising in two 
books, A Print Point of View  
The Rise of Asian Advertising  
co-authored with Ho Won Chang and 
Hung Kyu Kim). He has even taught 
the subject at a prestigious school of 
journalism in the US Midwest, where 
“interestingly, Brad Pitt, a Missourian, 
studied […] but did not graduate” 
(p. 220, footnote), and which also 
included such famous alumni as George 

 
actor, director and producer, and 
Thomas Lanier “Tennessee” Williams 

 After describing his last job as  
an academic in Chapter 10, he ends  
by discussing the future of work  
in Chapter 11, “Jobs Unknown”. 
Teddy left the Thai Foreign 
Ministry which he found “boring 
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and badly paid” because he “needed 
work that grabbed [him], not just 
intellectually, but also [his] heart 
and soul” (p. 176). He found his 
vocation. What is more, he has “been 
able to express the lifelong search for 
[his] identity by writing this book, and 

life has been all about” (p. 223). Teddy 
has shared his life experience with us  
in this most enjoyable book.
   

Tej Bunnag 
Thai Red Cross Society

tej@redcross.or.th
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