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ADVISOR : ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR TONKAO PANIN, Ph.D. 

  

Starting in the 1960s, and gaining intensity since the turn of the millennium, 

the identity of Thai architecture has been a subject of much discussion and written 

discourse among architects, academicians, persons who commission architectural 

designs, and the media. A major topic of this dialogue has been a quality labeled 

ñThai-ness.ò There have been questions about its existence, its possible loss or 

alteration due to global influences, and its substance. In this thesis, I have attempted 

to explore these questions in two ways. I have studied 16 structures designed and built 

since 2000 to describe and interpret features in them that might express their identity, 

and I have studied the discourse on contemporary architecture to try to discern how 

architects addressed structural features and what their intentions might signify. In this 

effort I have explored historical and global trends that have been significant for Thai 

designs. 

It has become clear that since 2000, the trends in and focus on Thai structural 

identity have been transformed. Architects have shifted from directly borrowing 

traditional Thai styles to adapting the vernacular styles when they could solve a 

problem. This has generated an architecture that is true to itself but does not 

necessarily have a familiar Thai appearance. The focus is on how a structure will be 

used and its practicality for modern life. Elements such as spaces, roof forms, 

openings, wall surfaces, and materials have been designed in an abstract, modern 

form. This has minimized the plainness of pure form and broken the box by merging 

form with location in logical ways. Naturalism, sufficiency, and localism have 

become part of the story of contemporary identity. 

Various types of discourse have been produced by architectural stakeholders 

to legitimize the new identity. The media, especially, created a greater awareness of 

and familiarity with the regionôs broader and abstract meanings. I argue that it may 

not be necessary to define the national architecture in terms of ñThai-nessò (as it has 

been in the past) and that this definition has led to a narrow, limited discourse and 

struggles of interpretation and application. A better definition may be ñautonomous 

architecture,ò a form that encompasses place, time, and individual. 
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CHAPTER  1 

Introduction  

 

The issue of cultural identity in Thai architecture has been the source of much 

discussion in recent years, and it continues to be a factor on the current architectural 

scene. Discussions on the topic began in the 1970s, when a group of cultural 

reactionaries formed an anti-Western movement. This led to a dramatic debate on 

identity in the late 1980s, which concerned the unsettled theoretical issue of the style 

Thai architects should adopt for their buildings. There were frequent criticisms from 

conservative architects of that era that designs lacked Thai-ness. The rising concern 

was that the country might be on the brink of losing its architectural identity. Tensions 

from a clash of the new and the old became a dilemma. The problems were due to the 

emergence of modern architecture and its influence on the architectural practices of 

Thai professionals. For three decades, the problem aroused numerous debates and 

produced much discourse and a search for an authentic Thai architectural form. 

The definition of the term identity is mutable, and arguments can even be 

made about whether or not a fixed architectural identity exists. This area has been a 

subdiscipline of cultural studies that has been addressed in discourse and arguments, 

and it is by its nature fluid and flexible over time and across places. This thesis uses 

the term identity and, more specifically, the term Thai-ness as the basic nomenclature 

for its discussion of this issue.
1
 

                                                           
1
This thesis owes much to the definition of identity of Thongchai Vinijakul 

and the interpretations of it by Saichon Sttayanurak, Krittiya Achawakul, and Anuthee 

Dechthewaporn, as well as Soroth Sirisai. Their contributions in several articles 

indicated that the terms Thai-ness and Thai identity are somewhat artificial. They are 

mutable and may never have existed as definitive terms. One must be aware that they 

are constantly shifting in both meaning and convention in academia. See Saichon 

Sattayanurak, "Prawat Karnsang óKwampen Thaiô Krasae Lak [History of the 

Mainstream of the Production of Thai-ness] [in Thai]," in Chintanakran Kwanpen 

Thai [An Imagined Thai-ness] [in Thai], ed. Krittiya Achawakul (Nakhon Pathom: 

Institute for Population and Social Research, Mahidol University, 2008).7; Anuthee 



 
 2 

Todayôs contemporary architecture has several features that are based on ideas 

developed during the 1980s and 1990s. If Thai architecture has an identity, how are its 

principles shown in contemporary design? The hypothesis of this thesis is that 

contemporary architecture has to be the direct result of recent history. The hypothesis 

also states that architecture has certain unified attributes that speak to their own time. 

The objective of this work is to explain what contemporary architecture is, 

specifically as it relates to houses. To acquire an understanding of contemporary 

architecture one must learn what it consists of in the 2000s and also what it consisted 

of during its recent history, the 1980s and 1990s. This is the subject of this research. 

This thesis views this subject in two ways, the buildings designed and the discourse 

about them by architects examining how architecture mediates between cultural 

discourses, relationship of culture, politics, and economy.  

Todayôs architecture owes a great deal to the crystallization of thought during 

past decades. A dichotomy has been generated that exists even in the present time. 

The stormy polemics of the 1980s and 1990s partially pushed the professional realm 

in a new direction of authentic, or true-self, architecture after a turn towards the 

disorder of eclecticism, as is seen in works by Rangsan Torsuwan.
2
 (Also see Figure 

41: as an example). This thesis argues that since the year 2000, Thailand has followed 

a more settled and unified path towards what could be regarded as an autonomous  

architecture. It also argues that there has been a distinct transformation of style that 

                                                                                                                                                                      

Dechthewaporn, ñKwampen Thai Lai Na: Karnyangching Lae Bangpan Puenthi 

Niyam [Multi-face Thainess: Contesting and Sharing of Definition Area],ò accessed 

December 30, 2019, available from http://academia.edu/2316128/; Soroth Sirisai, 

ñKalathesa Khong Kwanpen Thai Amnat Thang Phasa Kab Karnleuksarn Chintaphab 

Haeng Tuaton Khon Khon Tualektuanoi Nai Chiwit Prachamwan [Space and Time of 

Thai-ness, Power of Language, and Selection of Personal Imagination of Subordinates 

in Everyday Life],ò accessed December 30, 2019, available from 

http://oknation.nationtv.tv/blog/Thaidialogue/2007/12/27/entry-1. 
2
Examples are the Amarin Plaza and the Sathorn Unique Tower, both of which 

are in the style of Western historicist postmodern architecture, whereas the Hyatt 

Erawan Hotel has architectural elements mostly derived from Thai traditionalist 

architecture. These projects were under attack by several critics before the year 2000.  
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has caused a new form of architecture since the millennium; the tensions around new 

ideas and a literary and artistic climate of sophistication have contributed to this 

autonomous style. 

Once the criticisms of the lack of Thai-ness in design and the blaming for it 

abated, there was an inclination to search for an appropriate approach to identity. The 

hope was that architecture might take on an identity based on broader choices and 

more relevance to place and time.  As a consequence, some new projects designed 

after 2000 directly and indirectly encompassed a particularly unifiable tendency 

towards a lightness of structures, components, and spaces yet also a complexity of 

them. This could be related to the concept of lightness that was an aspect of traditional 

Thai architecture, as can be noted in the discourse on it, and also to a philosophy of 

sufficiency. Thai contemporary form, however, is an amalgamation of several 

influences, including Western effects, traditional architecture,
3
 and vernacular 

architecture arising from global and local sociocultural factors. The strongest impact 

was input from the West, which, throughout history, generated dichotomous tensions 

not only in the creation of physical forms but also in the tenets of discourse. The 

hegemony of the West came in different ways, mostly through the influx of global 

ideologies such as the New Normal, Slow Living (or Slow Movement), and 

Lightness.
4
  They impacted the thinking that produced both physical and 

philosophical products, and architects were participants in that kind of thinking. To 

                                                           
3
Joti Kalayanamitr, ñNaichang Aek Nai Rob Songroi Pi Haeng Krun 

Rattanakosin [The Prime Master Craftsman of the Rattanakosin Within 200 Years]ò 

[in Thai], Silpakorn University Journal 4ï5, Special Volume (December 1980 to 

December 1982), 44ï66.  
4
A new normal is known as the state following a crisis that impacts the 

worldview of particular culture and its change is drastic and prevalent. Slow Living is 

a cultural transformation towards slowing down life's pace beginning with Carlo 

Petrini's opposing the opening of a McDonald's restaurant (a fast-food brand) in 

Piazza di Spagna, Rome in 1986. Lightness is a chapter in Italo Calvino, Geoffrey 

Brock, trans. Six Memos for the Next Millennium (The Charles Eliot Norton Lectures, 

1985ï1986) (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2016), 1ï29. 
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understand the mood and tone of the development of the issues, one has to scrutinize 

their history, especially the recent decades from the 1970s onward, and also their 

distant history to capture a glimpse of the architectural progress during and since the 

Siamese eras.   

In Siam (now Thailand) in the eighteenth century, architecture developed from 

various factors, such as sociocultural, sociopolitical, and technological factors, into 

what is now known as contemporary architecture. Today, architecture has a variety of 

modes that have arisen from the growth of society and economics. From the early 

Rattanakosin period, which began in 1782, until the present time, the changes were 

relatively slow. 

Siam was established as an independent nation and maintained its 

independence. According to evidence from the old eras, the kingdom maintained its 

own tangible traditions. In terms of architectural forms, this meant that despite the 

various modes and traits of architecture, the country retained its unique tradition that 

had developed as a consequence of a long amalgamation of various inputs and 

influences. This included the influences of nearby neighbors such as Burma, 

Cambodia, Laos, Malay, and Annam and also of more remote countries such as India 

and China. The kingdom had diplomatic relations with the West and the Arab nations 

starting in the Ayutthaya Period. 

The style of the past was also due to a strong influence by Buddhism and the 

monarchs who had the powerful hegemony of the state. The firm tie with these two 

influences deeply shaped the spirit of Thai architecture and reflected the impact of 

class and a hierarchy of style. The country had a unique form of residential 

architecture, which was what later was idealized as the old identity of Thai, or 

traditional style, a style that has long been established as the classical basis of 

Thailandôs architecture. 
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Although Siam was not colonized, it was surrounded by colonies of the West, 

including Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, Malaysia, and Myanmar. The imperialism 

brought to those colonies crossed borders into Thailand.  It was a deep-rooted cultural 

transformation that caused significant changes in architectural culture. However, 

changes were seen in Thailand during the more open reign of King Rama IV, which 

brought into the kingdom new ideas, especially the concept of modernity. Thailand 

had undergone continuous modernization since the 1850s following the Bowring 

Treaty, which forced the nation to open to commerce and, also, culture. The changes 

in the style of architecture took place gradually, however. 

It was not until the reign of King Rama V that the slow development of 

architecture was accelerated, partially due to the preferences of the king himself, who 

favored Western styles. At one point, he visited Europe and brought back with him 

new ideas of neoclassical architecture. He commanded that several new buildings be 

built, especially royal houses and palaces, in the style of the West. One example is the 

Chakri Maha Prasat Throne Hall (see Figure 28) which was designed by John Clunis, 

a British architect. Dramatic changes in trends in architecture continued after that. 

A debate occurred in the 1960s and 1970s concerning the reaction to the 

revivalism scheme initiated by Field Marshal Plaek Phibunsongkhram, who had been 

the prime minister from 1938 to 1944 and 1948 to 1957. The goal of this nationalistic 

and propagandistic campaign was to instill a Thai-ness among Thai citizens by means 

of a theme of newly constructed customs.
5
 Quite a few critics attacked the schematic 

design generated under Plaek Phibunsongkhram and the government buildings 

constructed around that time; all were built in a similar way, in only three designs, A, 

                                                           
5
New cultures, such as women had to wear skirt see Arun Wetchasuwan, Khon 

Thai Kab Arayatham Tawantok [Thai People and the Western Civilization] [in Thai] 

(Bangkok: Sophon Karnphim, 1973),174., and  the pad Thai, the name of a food dish, 

were invented to imitate Western patterns of speech, for instance, the Italian word 

pasta; see Prasanee Kesabut, ñThe Campaign for Noodles Consumption and Vocation 

in Relation to the Nation-building Policy during Field Marshal Pleak Pibulsonggram's 

Regime (1942-1944)ò [in Thai], BU Academic Review 10, no. 1 (2011): 136-49.  
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B, and C, by cladding the outer structure of the buildings with traditional Thai 

ornaments, particularly the roof. 

The conservative theorists, in a backlash to Plaek Phibunsongkhramôs 

doctrine, who included Sulak Siwalak, Sang-arun Rattakasikorn, and Anuvit 

Charernsupkul,
6
 stated that Thailand was in an identity crisis. A series of theoretical 

papers were published to acknowledge and warn architects about such problems. 

Sulak was critical of the Plaek Phibunsongkhram style of architecture, especially the 

campaigns of the government to build state office buildings across the country. In his 

writing, Sulak criticizes Plaek Phibunsongkhramôs schematic plan, saying that it used 

poorly placed traditional Thai, high-pitched gable roofs with simplified ornamentation 

and a box-like form in an attempt to make an instant Thai identification. In fact, 

however, the goal of Plaek Phibunsongkhram was primarily to meet earlier concerns 

about enhancing the countryôs identity. The critics believed that his attempt failed to 

recapture Thai-ness.
7
 

Not only did the crisis due to Field Marshal Pleak Phibunsongkhramôs scheme 

stir many intense debates, but it also motivated some criticisms of identity. One 

criticism was made in an article by Vimolsiddhi Horayangkura,
8
 who, in the 1980s, 

raised a serious concern about the identity crises caused by the overinfluence of 

foreign style on Thai architecture. ñArchitects are getting lost,ò
9
 he stated. According 

                                                           

 
6
Sulak Siwalak, ñLai Sue Siam [Siamese Letters],ò (Bangkok: Phrae Phittaya, 

1967), p. 251; Sang-arun Rattakasikorn, Saeng Arun Haeng Sathapattayakam [Light 

of Dawn of Architecture] [in Thai]  (Bangkok: Chulalongkorn University Press, 1999), 

46ï50; Anuvit Charernsupkul, "Oupasak Lae Patchai Karnneramit Sathapattayakam 

Laksana Thai [Obstructions of Thai Architectural Form Creation] [in Thai]," ASA 

Journal 1 (1969), 87.  
7
Sulak Siwalak, ibid.  

8
Vimolsiddhi Horayangkura, "Sathapattayakam Thai Samai Mai (Thai Ror 

Kao) Ekkalak Sathapattayakam Thai: Khorkhidhen Bang Prakarn Nai Karnkamnot 

Naew Rupbaeb ï Soot Samret Nai Karnsangsarn [New Thai Architecture (Thai during 

Rama IX) Thai Architectural Identity]: Some Concepts in Determining the Creation 

for Forms-Instant Formula," [in Thai], ASA Journal June (1996), 48ï65. 
9
Ibid., 48. 
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to him, Thai architecture that retained Thai-ness should be redeveloped, not by 

literally adopting Thai traditional characters, but rather by using an adaptive modern 

Thai identity, which reflected the present context of modern social conditions. This 

was probably the only way out of the crisis for him. He also researched the status of 

Thai architecture and came up with a new form of contemporary Thai architecture. 

In the same decade, the Association of Siamese Architects (ASA) held a 

conference and competition to find a solution to the identity situation.  During the 

1990s, academia was eagerly searching for  Thai-ness.  The stage for the various 

interpretations of this characteristic, especially the ones focusing on contemporary 

style, was populated by intellectuals such as Vimolsiddhi Horayangkura, M.L. 

Piyalada Devakula Thaveeprungsriporn, Chatri Prakitnonthakan, Chatree 

Ladalalitsakul, and Vira Inpuntung. For Piyalada, Thai-ness encompassed a 

ñfeminineò and ñenticingò quality through phenomenological/hermeneutic 

interpretation.
10

 

As a result, architects deployed various new design approaches and built 

buildings that exemplified this quest, but for them, autonomous design was perceived 

differently. For example, a less acceptable approach was the return to the gabled roof. 

Although houses adorned with a simplified gable roof ridge replicated the traditional 

elements, they were viewed as too literal and a pastiche. Another controversial 

building was the Sukhothai Hotel, which was embellished with a row of stupas 

mirrored in the reflecting pool (Figure 13). A simplification of the architectural styles 

                                                           
10

Important works on this topic include Vimolsiddhi Horayangkura, ñPanha 

Ekkalak Sathapattayakam [Problems of Architectural Identity] [in Thai],ò ASA 

Journal 12(1) (April 1986):74ï79; M.L. Piyaladaôs discussion of the hermeneutic 

essence of Thai houses in Piyalada Thaveeprungsriporn, "Ruan Thai: An Aesthetic of 

Feminity?," in Phumpanya Sathapattayakam [Architectural Intellectual] ed. Terdsak 

Tachakitkachorn (Bangkok: Textbook and Academic Document Center of Faculty of 

Architecture, Chulalongkorn University, 2003), 71-75.; Chatri Prakitnonthakan, "How 

to Design Khwan Pen Thai Nai Sathapattayakam (Baeb Phuchiewcharn) [How to 

Design Thai-ness in Architecture (Like a Pro)] [in Thai]," Aan OctoberïDecember 

2008, 2008. 
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derived from a variety of choices such as traditionalism, ornamentation, the 

vernacular, and even eclecticism was another popular theme; it was seen in the work 

of the Habita Group and Ong-ard Satrabhandhu.
11

  

In recent commissions, such as the new Parliament House, on which building 

commenced in 2008 and whose designer, Chatree Ladalalitsakul, won a competition 

for it, the design included a profound concept of Thai-ness. This represented a 

concern about identity among the cultural consumers in the country. Criticisms about 

its form, such as ñarbitrarily trying to make it Thai,ò were aimed at the design 

principle, which literally employed, in several ways, Thai classical revival grammar. 

To critics, this ideology was rather anachronistic, that is, it was Thai style but not 

contemporary Thai style.
12

 

A more sophisticated approach applied abstract features such as simplified 

spatial sequential organization. Those two approachesði.e., the direct borrowing of 

the past forms and the abstract translationðhave limitations, however, and although 

they reflected one local architectural feature, it became a trivial feature because one 

single approach might not serve different situations and building types.  This shows 

that architects during that time paid special attention to the search for a relevant form 

that would depict Thai-ness from their points of view. 

They later discovered that not many of the approaches were publicly accepted, 

especially among conservative scholars, but rather that they mostly provoked more 

                                                           
11

Important works include those by the Habita Group Chat Architects, 

"Bangkok Bastards: chapter 1," CHAT architects, 

https://www.facebook.com/media/set/?set=a.646650385405112.1073741858.4797664

48760174&type=3., such as the Six Senses Yao Noi Resort Hotel, and Ong-ard 

Satrabhandhu, such as the Rachamankha Hotel and Tamarind Village Hotel, Chiang 

Mai. 
12

"Karnprakuad Ratthasapha Mai [The Competiotion for the New House of 

Paliament] [in Thai]," Nation, accessed January 2, 2020, 

http://oknation.nationtv.tv/blog/creativity/2009/11/29/entry-4. 
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criticisms.
13

  Thus, finding a standard methodology was not conveniently settled. 

Later theories highlighted the significance of a context that included sociocultural, 

socioeconomic, and geographical elements. This design technique to serve the context 

by a proper archetype, though not new, was taken into account more intensely and 

seriously and called for a serious bringing into practice. This was the lesson in schools 

of architecture across Thailand, which emphasized a serious following of the global 

theory of critical regionalism.
14

 Architects in the new millennium have been 

encouraged to embrace this concept. It could even be said that the general practice of 

contemporary architects lies in this type of agenda.   

We must ask what is contemporary and what is the identity of Thai 

architecture? Also, what should we regard as contemporary architecture? The issue of 

style or characteristic has always been subject to lively debate in architectural circles, 

and questions are continually raised about whether or not style has a unified substance 

and whether one can distinguish a definitive current style or trend. Consequently, as 

mentioned, this thesis specifically attempts to find the answers of:  

1) Have architects after 2000 found their identity.  If yes, how and in what 

form? 

                                                           
13

See more criticisms by Chatri Prakitnonthakan, "How to Design Khwam Pen 

Thai Nai Sathapattayakam (Baeb Phuchiewcharn) [How to Design Thai-ness in 

Architecture (Like a Pro)] [in Thai]," Aan, ibid.; and the criticism of Sumet Jumsai Na 

Ayutthaya in his interview with Ekarin Phungpracha, "Sathapat Uchad Sathon 

óKhwan Pen Thaiô Yang Srithanonchaiô Thassanawiphak Khong Doctor Sumet 

Jumsai Na Ayutthaya [Visually-polluted Architecture Reflecting Cunning óThainessô 

in Sumet Jumsai Na Ayutthayaôs View] [in Thai]," ò Silapawattanatham, September, 

2002, 32.   
14

Kenneth Frampton, Modern Architecture: A Critical History (London: 

Thames and Hudson, 1992), 324ï327; Alexander Tzonis and Liane Lefevre, ñWhy 

Critical Regionalism Today?ò Architecture and Urbanism no. 236 (May 1990): 22ï

23, quoted in Kate Nesbitt, ed., Theorizing A New Agenda for Architecture: An 

Anthology of Architectural Theory 1965-1995 (New York: Princeton Architectural 

Press, 1995), 484ï492. 
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2) What was it about contemporary Thai architecture that caused the sudden 

explosion of discourses on architectural identity after 1970s, and what was the 

attribution of these discourses? 

3) Why has the debate on identity in Thai architecture become increasingly 

important even in contemporary practice? 

4) Who decides what is a legitimate exemplar of contemporary Thai 

architecture and why? 

5) What is the current consensus of or probable autonomous Thai attribution? 

Therefore, to cope with the current state of architectural scholarship, one 

needs to have adequate insight into the debates on identity and the problems occurring 

within the circle of Thailandôs architects, including the variety of factors in the 

decades before 2000 that shaped architecture and did not make a broadly accepted as 

ñidentityò architecture. They will be discussed in-depth in Chapter 4. 

This thesis argues that in the Thai architectural circle at present, as seen in the 

ASA exhibition of 2016 entitled ñBack to Basic,ò
15

 Thai-ness seemed to be a cliché 

not directly stated. New discourses have now taken place but only point towards the 

same goal, which is autonomy, or genuineness.  This thesis presupposes that there 

exists another dimension of design that is more neutral, appears frequently in 

contemporary projects, and is unique enough to be read as a unity of style.  

Several scholars contributed to the styles of the architecture and, especially, 

the lectures devoted to these issues. One significant work was the series by Li-Zenn 

                                                           
15

This thesis adopted several excerpts from the Back to Basic exhibition, 

including the opening quotation in this chapter (footnote number 1). The exhibition is 

organized annually by the Association of Siamese Architects in the Royal Patronage 

(ASA), the principal society of Thailandôs architects. The theme of the 2016 

exhibition was ñBack to Basicò; architects were invited to share their design 

ideologies by submitting an epigram and image that reflected the theme of Basic 

Image: What Is Good Architecture? The ASA acts as the main trend setter of designs 

that often influence the architectural direction of Thailand.  
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that was published in several large volumes, many of which featured collections of 

contemporary Thai architecture. Intellectual works published by the ASA, such as the 

ASA Journal and ASA CREW, discuss the important movements of Thai architecture. 

Among several scholarly works, there are popular publications such as the Baan Lae 

Suan magazine, which features outstanding works, particularly houses. However, 

although these publications provide basic information about relevant projects, the 

issues of the contemporary solution of identity representation, especially the theories, 

have never been discussed academically. 

 

 
 

Figure 1 Some magazines that produce discourses 

Source: By the author excerpted from Baan Lae Suan Magazine, Elle Decoration, 

Design   Décor, ASA Journal 
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A volume on the contemporary house deigns of Li-Zenn, Houses by Thai 

Architects: Contextual Modernism, can be used as a basis for discussion. Several 

articles from several media are sources that this thesis will use. It will also review 

remarks pamphlet card published during the ASA 2016 conference, in which key 

contemporary architects such as M.L. Varudh Varavan, Kanika Rattanapredakul, 

Mathar Bunnag, and Pongpon Yuttharat, to name a few, were asked for their 

definitions of good architecture and they had to pick one favorite picture to be printed 

on the reversed side of the card.   The oeuvres of certain architects, especially young 

professionals who have not often been studied, will be reviewed and discussed.  

 

 
 

Figure 2 Some books that produce contemporary architectural discourses 

Sources: By the author excerpted from ASA Crew, Baan Lae Suan (Speical Issue), 

Home and Décor, ASA Journal 
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To fill in the existing gap in knowledge aforementioned, this thesis delves into 

the two aspects of a dichotomy by investigating the cases selected and discourse 

produced and places them in the theoretical context of the West. All in all, the study 

of the issues will help with a deeper understanding of the architectural theories and 

polemics of identity in Thailand which will contribute to a more complete picture of 

the history of contemporary architecture. 

 

 
 

Figure 3 Pamphlet cards (excerpted) published during the ASA 2016 conference 

Source: ASA, "Basic Image: What is Good Architecture?ò, Pamphlet of ñASA 2016: 

Back to Basic,ò (Bangkok: 2016). 

This thesis has eight chapters. Chapter 1 presents the background and 

summary of the problem. Chapter 2, ñGlobal and Local Trends and the Relationship 
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to Authenticity,ò contextualizes the theoretical arena that acted as a seedbed for 

growth in recent decades. Chapter 3, Current Prominent Discourse, is devoted to 

comprehensively discussing the production of pivotal debates and architectural 

discourse. Chapter 4, ñHistorical Context of the Transformation of Thai Architectural 

Identity,ò will delve into the past to survey the key incident that affected what now is 

the autonomous architecture. Chapter 5 is titled ñAutonomous Architecture: Discourse 

of Contemporary Practice;ò it copes with the analysis and interpretation of current 

movements in order to understand the theoretical debates produced by the involving 

parties.  Chapter 6 is titled ñCase Studies of Sixteen Contemporary Autonomous 

Architectural Structures Built Since 2000ò which is dedicated to the comprehensive 

investigation and decode the architecture which will lead to a clear view of the design 

abstraction, approach, and archetype. Chapter 7 is ñFindings of the Case Studies on 

Autonomous Architecture;ò it includes discussion and theorization of contemporary 

architecture: Autonomous Architecture. And lastly Chapter 8: ñConclusion,ò presents 

the final findings. 
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Figure 4 Goal, Means of Realizing the Goal, and Hypothesis 

Source: By the author 

 

 

Figure 5 Issue Problematization of this thesis 



 
 16 

Source: By the author 

 

 

Figure 6 Research Questions of this thesis 

Source: By the author 
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Figure 7 The research methodology of this thesis 

Source: By the author 
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Figure 8 The conceptual framework of this thesis 

Source: By the author 



 

 

CHAPTER  2 

Global and Local Trends and Their Relationship to Authenticity 

 

Concerns about identity have continued to be a significant polemic in 

Thailandôs architectural circles. The discourse on the subject can be traced back and 

reviewed historically to reveal changes in the field and their causes. Delving into 

these theoretical works provides an understanding of the various issues at the root of 

the debate, which are not only limited to incidents in Thailand but also to global 

dimensions and wide-ranging current trends.    

 

The Meaning and Significance of Genuineness 

Critical regionalism is the foundational theory upon which this thesis has 

based its analyses. It is the tool we are using to interpret contemporary Thai 

architecture, which is here termed autonomous architecture.  Autonomous architecture 

is a global trend, and the cultural ñpendulumò has shifted from a focus on universality 

to a focus on locality and autonomous identity. Only by grasping the definition of 

critical regionalism is it possible to understand the complexity of the dialogue 

between culture and nation and the gist of this narrative. 

 

The Significance of Identity to a State 

To arrive at an understanding of a countryôs identity, one has to look at the 

historical context and the relationship and interplay between culture and nationhood. 

For too long, nation and culture have been treated as mutually exclusive entities, with 

nation being treated as a purely political construct free of the impact of cultural 

dynamics. It is important to realize that any discussion of either entity will inevitably 

concern the other.  
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The conceptual entity of a nation has certain polities, which are grouped as 

one polity; they are clearly demarcated in both physical and abstract terms and are 

distinct from foreign polities. A nation is formed by its physical geography, ethnicity, 

language, institutions, leadership structures, religions, and values. These emblems of 

nationhood are proudly indicated by the adjective ñnationalò and are often revered 

over time as inviolable and permanent. Although modern thought decrees that a 

nation has to demarcate its physical location, history may show that the nationôs 

boundaries have been somewhat elusive and its center of power has been less well 

established than once thought. Thus, the essence of a nation is likely to be embodied 

in the term nationhood, which signifies that all factors in a nationôs development are 

intertwined.  

Human interactions form the foundation of a nation. In his book Nation and 

Narration, Homi K. Bhabha
16

 illustrated in depth that a nation is ña system of cultural 

significanceò whose ñnational traditionsò came from the intersection of ñacts of 

affiliation é establishments é disavowal, displacement, exclusion, and cultural 

contestationò among individuals, families, and groups.  Unlike geographical 

boundaries, language, and ethnicity, which inevitably change over time, the need for 

individuals to interact with each other remains constant. It is an undeniable fact of 

human society that its interactions result in the ñbinding [of] socially and regionally 

disparate groups into imagined communities,ò in Benedict Andersonôs
17

 famous 

phrase.  Therefore, a nation is, in its most fundamental and enduring aspect, an 

amalgamation of human interactions, and these interactions are coerced by cultural 

perceptions.  

 

                                                           
16

Homi K. Bhaba, "Art and National Identity: A Critics' Symposium," Art in 

America 79.9 (1991): 80. 
17

Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the origin and 

spread of nationalism (London: Verso, 1983), 6. 
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Figure 9 Diagrammatic expression of the transient definition of a nationïstate, where 

culture lies at the very heart of its existence. 

Source: By the author 

The theorists quoted above make it clear that culture lies at the heart of a 

nation. Its characteristics are inevitably manifested in the interactions among 

individuals, thus shaping the imagined community and, likewise, the nation. Hence, it 

is paramount that the characteristics of culture should be conveyed, and this leads to 

the next point of investigation. 

As culture stimulates the growth of a nation, it also forms the identity of the 

nation. Like physical boundaries, culture seems to pull the members of a state 

together so that there is a unity of ideas that conceptually or spiritually tie the citizens 

together. They often speak of this ñgroupò culture. The culture is not limited to the 

state but includes groups, such as Thai architects. The word culture often suggests 

linguistics, art, religion, and other humanistic endeavors, whether sanctioned from the 

top by the state or popularized from the bottom by individuals; a peopleôs culture 

reflects their frame of mind, psyche, and sense of self-worth. It upholds the virtues of 

a civilization and its ethos; it is a tool used to entrench and reaffirm our purpose as a 

species and the prowess of our respective groups. Culture influences the thoughts, 

behaviors, and values of its members.   
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However, because there is such a strong link between a culture and the 

progress of the people who embrace it, there is an underlying misconception that all 

cultures are unique and pure, born out of the struggle of their respective peoples. 

These conjectures provide a staging point to continue discussing the characteristics of 

culture, and it can be immediately recognized that culture is not a monolithic domain.  

Firstly, culture is an ever-fluctuating and progressing entity that evolves 

throughout time. Cultural elements that become irrelevant are shed; this happens 

naturally as individuals opt out of certain customs and the remaining customs 

eventually morph into a collective mass. New cultural elements arise, sometimes as a 

result of native invention but often at least partially inspired by foreign ideasðor the 

outright replication of foreign ideasðand are adopted in the same manner. Therefore, 

in the ebb and flow of culture over the course of many generations, its essence 

gradually fluctuates and changes. 

Secondly, a cultureôs strength is measured not just by its ability to adopt 

foreign aspects but how well it can assimilate those aspects into its native form. ñWe 

have to regard regional culture not as something given and relatively immutable but 

rather as something which has é to be self-consciously cultivated.ò
18

  This self-

conscious cultivation is a paradoxical process requiring delicate acts of balancing, for 

the incorporated elements must retain their impact yet not be overtly foreign. A 

foreign element must be distilled and curbed, yet still retain enough of its original 

potency to have an impact when transplanted into the receiving culture. On the other 

hand, the foreign elements must not be allowed to overpower the original culture and 

be seen as an overt subversion of the existing culture. This paradoxical process allows 

new elements to successfully integrate within the existing cultural framework, with 

the most successful assimilation effortlessly blending old and new, universal and 

local. Hence, a cultureôs longevity depends on its adaptability.  

                                                           
18

Kenneth Frampton, ibid., 315. 
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Lastly, and because of the two previous points, culture predictably contains 

both native and foreign elements, both universal and local values. Over time, it 

becomes impossible to distinguish between what was original and what was adopted, 

what was universal and was local.  

The acculturation takes its form from the psychological necessity of being 

both genuine and mutable over time as the context of the culture becomes 

transformed. The formation of a particular culture mostly requires a deeply rooted 

political hegemony and a leadership that promotes the common values that members 

accept as normal. The significant issue here is that culture is not solid but is very 

mutable. Like the aforementioned nature of the state, culture always relies on the 

exchange of elements; it crosses borders; and it is influenced, especially by a culture 

that has higher hegemony, and in turn influences other cultures. This process creates a 

new cross-breed of culture that embraces both native and foreign elements, both 

universal and local values. It may become impossible to distinguish between what 

was original and what was adopted, what was universal and what was local.  

According to Frampton: ñSustaining any kind of authentic culture in the future will 

depend ultimately on our capacity to generate vital forms of regional culture while 

appropriating alien influences at the level of both culture and civilization.ò
19

 

Accordingly, the form of culture may be extraordinarily varied within a 

particular state, and it may be hybrid between different characters in nature in the 

embodiment of a culture as a culture is usually formed by the embodiment of 

disparate subcultures. No part of culture can be identified as original, pure, or 

belonging to the state alone; states that claim the sole ownership of a culture may 

become self-obsessed. An identity that is transformable at a particular time may not 

be transformable at another time. What seems alien now can become a new identity 

over time.  

                                                           
19

Frampton summarized Paul Ricoeur, Universal Civilization and National 

Cultures (1961) in Kenneth Frampton, ibid., 315. 
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Architecture, as a field of visual culture, has roots but also embraces several 

foreign influences. When it has to deal with identity it has to also deal with time and 

space. This is the main premise in interpreting the architecture of identity of the 

contemporary time. In conclusion, architectural identity can be defined as the 

collective and conscious recognition of a specific set of architectural expressions, 

which allows members of a particular community to appreciate and connect with their 

autonomy. Because both a nation and the nationôs architectural identity are 

nonphysical and mutable, both have culture as their arbitrator: Discovering an 

architectural identity can be done by exploring the peculiarity of architectural 

expressions and illuminating how they evoke familiarity, affinity, and recognition 

amongst people. This process insightfully reveals the Thai architectural zeitgeist; 

indeed, this is the key to unlocking the identity hidden within Thai architecture. 

 

Regionalism and Critical Regionalism: A Paradoxical Proposition 

In the recent past, we were hampered by the lack of an identifiable 

architectural style for the modern era; indeed, we lacked even the necessary discourse 

to enable us to begin a truly genuine dialogue. Between early attempts to emulate the 

modernism of the West and desperate attempts to appropriate historical symbols, we 

have failed. Needless to say, there is not yet a cohesive architectural theory that 

comprehensively reconciles not only the physical limitations and advantages of our 

own locality but the intangible aspects of appreciating regional, national, and 

international identities. 

In stark contrast to those early days, there is a growing movement amongst 

designers to resolve existential questions. This new awareness and hunger for an 

authentic style suited to each locality is being collectively called critical regionalism; 

despite being called a movement, by its very definition each regionalist style must 

develop its own unique technique. When incorporating the values of critical 

regionalism, it becomes possible not only to reconcile differences between universal 
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and regional styles but to conceive a more appropriate style to best fit certain 

circumstances, especially when a culture has significant historical roots. Hence, it is 

necessary to adopt a regionalist design that satisfies both the present and the past, both 

local and universal values. 

Lewis Mumfordôs Regionalism 

Critical regionalism can be, and has been, described in many ways by many 

writers, but perhaps the most comprehensive description is by Lewis Mumford in his 

book The South in Architecture (1941). It predates the later works of Kenneth 

Frampton, Alexander Tzonis, William J. R. Curtis, and Keith L. Eggener. It contains 

the following passage:  

Regionalism is not a matter of using the most available local material, or of 

copying some simple form of construction that our ancestors used, for want of 

anything better, for a century or two. Regional forms are those which most 

closely meet the actual conditions of life and which most fully succeed in making 

people feel at home in their environment: they do not merely utilize the soil, but 

they reflect the current conditions of culture in the region.
20

 (by Mumford, 

originally published in 1941) 

Perhaps the best way to describe critical regionalism is to start with what it is 

not. Firstly, it is obvious that critical regionalism is not vernacularism or an updated 

version of it. Lewis Mumford stalwartly rejects this sentiment in the opening 

statement ñRegionalism is not a matter of using the most available local material.ò 

Secondly, it is not historicism, as he explains by stating ñé is not a matteré of 

copying some simple form of construction that our ancestors used.ò Thirdly, 

Mumford states that ñthey do not merely utilize the soil.ò Thus, to state that critical 

regionalism is a context-based design approach with a heavy emphasis on sustainable 
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principles is also inadequate. ñRegional forms are those which most closely meet the 

actual conditions of life and which most fully succeed in making people feel at home 

in their environment,ò writes Mumford. He subtly hints that ñconditions of lifeò and 

ñtheir environmentò can be understood in a physical sense in terms of the natural and 

latent environment, but also in an abstract sense that alluded to social and cultural 

aspects. It is this cultural dimension that underpins his definition of critical 

regionalism. 

In his passage, Mumford decisively describes ñcultureò and stresses the need 

for architecture to reflect its respective culture. Furthermore, he mentions ñregionò in 

relation to ñculture,ò implying that culture must be incorporated not just at a national 

level but at a local level, as well, and it is this cultural factor that forms his definition 

of critical regionalism. Because it was already established in an earlier discussion on 

the character of nation, culture, and architectural identity, it can be inferred that 

critical regionalism is pluralistic and adaptive in its very essence. 

 
 

Figure 10 Regionalism Theory of Lewis Mumford 

Source: Summarized By the author from the theory of "Excerpts from the South in 

Architecture," in Lewis Mumford, "Excerpts from the South in Architecture," 

in Architectural Regionalism: Collected Writings on Place, Identity, 
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Modernity, and Tradition, ed. Vincent B. Canizaro (New York: Princeton 

Architectural Press, 2007), 96-101. 

Architectural Globalization  

A significant contribution regarding identity and its problems for a developing 

country is by William J. R. Curtis.
21

 His argument contextualizes an emergence of 

modern architecture that originated in the West and appeared as a new entity that was 

later disseminated to third-world countries. European countries and the United States 

were the origins of modern architecture. Because of their higher level of economic 

affluence and also the role of some as colonizers of other countries, they exported 

their cultural ideologies to their colonies and the softer-power countries. At times, 

their influences symbolized the development and modernity of culture. Thailand was 

indirectly affected by this culture despite being an independent country. Cultural and 

economic hegemony was inevitable.  

The respected architects who formulated the new trend were all in the West, 

and they had much good will in their theorization of modernist architecture. The most 

common architectural characteristic formulated at the time was the form modeled by 

progressive architects, such as Le Corbusier, Mies van der Rohe, and the members of 

the Congr¯s Internationaux dôArchitecture Moderne (CIAM); it was known as modern 

architecture and the international style. Le Corbusier, especially, was regarded as the 

modernist master who created a thoughtful modern architectural ideology and 

sensitively responded to the socioeconomic needs of the society of his time. His 

masterworks, such as Maison Citrohan and Maison Dom-Ino, contributed vitally to 

the functional yet meaningful creation of architecture.  

A superficial variant of this effort, but unfortunately never the original 

thinking model, arrived in third-world acceptor countries all over the globe. The depth 

of philosophical meaning and aesthetic ideas posited by modern masters was never 
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reappropriated to fit with particular places, climates, and cultures. The often-shared 

misinterpretation of the form was rapidly dispersed to second-hand and third-hand 

acceptors with a drastically reduced quality through economic and societal 

development and expansive tourism. Something that looked modern was thought to be 

acceptable. Many countries, including Thailand, dealt with limited options. In some 

countries under colonial rule, colonists intensively compelled subordinates to adopt 

models with an image of modernity so that they could deliberately create a ruling 

symbolism. Modern images were also used by former rulers, in some countries, to 

brainwash young local elites after independence, because modern constructions were 

viewed as signs of progress against backwardness and stagnation, and that seemed to 

be a successful application in some countries.  

As each country entered into the Second World War in the 1940s, the 

attunement of nationalism began to gain force and colonized countries started to form 

a concept of cultural autonomy; they still faced a struggle at the onset, however. 

Cultural nationalism caused them to begin to expunge the symbols of the ruling 

country at the same time that they strove for independence. They discovered that they 

still retained the cultural tools formerly provided by the colonizer and the symbols of 

the Western civilization attached to them. India exemplifies this phenomenon well, 

because it deliberately made use of the Western architectural form as a vital tool to 

transform its culture.
22

  

In some areas of the world, the modern form arrived along with international 

business entities, which had compelling symbolic images of the West and their 

corporate cultures. Thus, the knowledge of modern architecture at its dawn was given 

a crude, second-hand meaning. As a result, architects in colonial countries forsook 

their original architectural and intellectual thought, plus their knowledge of their 
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indigenous arts and crafts, that had been passed on from past generations and that 

responded to local traditions, values, and climates. Skillful architects disregarded their 

traditions and turned to the new model because most of the new programs did not fit 

well with old archetypes. In this sense, Thailand faced similar crises as early as the 

reign of King Rama V (1868 to 1910) and onward. Therefore, the awareness of being 

oneself began to dwindle gradually among both architects and patrons.  

The transition from old to modern, which was inevitable for many countries, 

caused a great deal of culture shock. Western countries had less of a problem with this 

because they had all of the nineteenth century to distill the fallout from the changes. 

Third-world countries, however, had only a couple of decades to deal with them, and 

this short time caused incongruity in the changes.      

There were groups of reactionaries in the West who were perturbed by the 

identity problem, feeling that overencroachment of modern architecture had occurred 

in third-world countries. The third-world countries were supposedly at risk of losing 

their traditions, values, and local identities. A plea for a return to more traditional 

styles was unheard. The strong current of modern architecture represented new 

thought, new life, and new ways of confronting backwardness, but it included 

problems. On the one hand, those who embraced local and vernacular architecture 

were viewed as problematic people of the old world who were stagnant or backward. 

On the other hand, the restoration of buildings that were hundreds of years old was 

difficult if not impossible, because outfitting them for everyday use was so 

demanding. They had been adapted well and modified over time to respond to the 

local climate, but they were no longer appropriate for contemporary use and not worth 

the cost of preservation. The government of Thailand commissioned many state 

buildings during the 1950s under the supervision of Field Marshall Plaek 

Phibunsongkhram. One commission was the restoration of the old archetypical roof of 

Chulalongkorn Universityôs main auditorium, which could not be applied to the 

proportions needed and had issues of acoustics and water leakage.   This emphasized 
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the harsh truth that bring back the archaic archetypes to preserve local architecture 

may be a herculean task.  

The new-generation arrivistes felt that they no longer wanted to embrace old 

traditions of a passing era, but they looked forward to a new model, especially one 

using exotic new materials. They imported Western culture and admired the freedom 

associated with it, which was different from their culture and its images and status. 

The way in which they tended to absorb the new culture was superficial, however. 

The quality of modern buildings, which were imitations of Western structures, 

was inadequate and caused the buildings to be mere superficial clones. They could be 

duplicated anywhere if insensitive demands were made. This showed that once a 

country was independent, it was freed from a foreign ruler in many ways but was still 

a colonial subject of that ruler in terms of culture and architecture. 

In the 1960s, some large new cities of the world tried to follow trends in 

Manhattan and London, attempting to adopt their look and shrug off their local 

patterns. High-rise, glass-cladded office buildings and city hotels with air-conditioned 

lobbies with tinted glass windows and whitewashed concrete walls were the result. 

Not only were these efforts insufficient to produce new versions of the originals, but 

they trivialized the cities in which they were built. Had these cities again become 

colonized?  

According to Le Corbusier, the machine form does not have any connection 

with a particular political group or nation. In this way its use guarantees a 

disconnection from a former colonist. Building structures in this form therefore 

became a resounding answer to questions of independence. It was because the neutral 

form without any cultural accent or affiliation to any specific culture would 

symbolically expunge the bond with its colonist. 

It appeared that an increasing number of new buildings were built by 

combining a plain modern form with a stark local idiom and ornamentation in an 
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attempt to augment it. This was considered an unfavorable practice and risked the 

making of a pastiche, or fake regionalist structure. Some architectural structures 

designed in this way were criticized by conservatives, such as the state-owned 

buildings constructed under the administration of Plaek Phibunsongkhram and the 

private buildings that followed this pattern. They were considered damaged in terms 

of both the purity of the modern and the sacredness of the old.  

The reaction from 1930 to 1950 to such criticism was a new modern 

regionalism (or regionalist modernism) as an attempt to intertwine local tradition with 

the new form. It was considered an adaptive development that might appropriate the 

old local form and merge it with the modern lifestyle (program) and respond to the 

new living culture as well as technology. There were no certain models and 

definitions for proper design at that time, however. A new problem then emerged, 

which was the difficulty in creating such disparate combinations and also the risk of 

creating irrelevant kitsch. 

The different ways that building industries operated in different nations was 

viewed as another obstacle that could cause the withering of regional art and 

architecture. In a developed country, construction proceeded with a series of steps and 

was handled by several parties, including architects, engineers, contractors, laborers, 

and manufacturers of materials. Each party was responsible for a certain job. In 

developing countries, however, construction was sometimes handled by one person 

from design to manufacturing to construction. Furthermore, some houses and villages 

were built by villagers with primitive techniques and no modern tools or technologies. 

The knowledge of arts and crafts was basic to those native men. If modern 

construction methods were adopted, the pattern changed and indigenous intellectuals 

were no longer part of the building scene. Integration of the old and new modes 

seldom occurred or was impossible. The situation unfortunately sidestepped local 

knowledge and culture, which risked being forgotten and lost. 
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Another factor was that social and cultural patterns differed from one county 

to another. For example, in Egypt the government had a housing development project 

for the masses. A series of buildings were designed in the Western style, with stacked 

concrete blocks arranged in a modern form. The projectôs total cost rose above the 

cost of buildings built by the native technique. The new model of housing led to an 

increasing cost of labor, logistics, and wages in comparison with the old models, 

which were built and managed by local people. Hassan Fathy, an Egyptian architect, 

proposed a housing project that would be built entirely by native people with local 

knowledge in New Gourna, near Luxor. They used clay as bricks as the major 

material and built stacked brick walls, which were covered with vaults and simple 

domes made of the same materials. The buildings stood the test of time and the cost 

was considerably lower than the modern constructions. Moreover, the style of the 

house was developed over time to respond to the local climate and lifestyle of the 

people. Fathy wrote:                                                                                                                

Modernity does not necessarily mean liveliness, and change is not always for the 

better . . . Tradition is not necessarily old-fashioned and is not synonymous with 

stagnation . . . Tradition is the social analogy of personal habit, and in art has the 

same effect of releasing the artist from distracting and inessential decisions so that 

he can give his whole attention to the vital ones.
23

 

Furthermore, the rapid development of the building industry brought local 

laborers to cities. This meant that younger generations in small towns and villages 

might ignore the local knowledge of arts and crafts and the regional identity that had 

long been in place might end. Therefore, as recommended by Fathy, one should revert 

to the true vernacular life and discard the enticements of modernity. This seems to be 

in line with Jon Jandai, a Thai-wisdom theorist, who prophesized that getting back to 

nature and living life with local wisdom would occur; this was part of his romantic 
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architectural theory that pointed to a return to a primitive method, such as making 

clay houses. Another theorist who is in accord with Fathy and Jon Jandai
24

 is Z. 

Placki, who is also quoted by Curtis: 

Most architectural styles were the products of their own societies. Its religious 

values, climate, technology, and social and political structures dictate the need 

and style of buildings. Shapes, proportions, and decorations were symbolic and 

had the meaning of often ending up with strict architectural orders. This ñinternal 

stimulusò created culture and architecture; expressions that differed greatly from 

each other . . . Many of the better examples are being preserved, but rarely 

copied, and when they are, itôs apparent they have no meaning . . . Today, with 

jet travel, intercontinental news media, cinema, political structures, and cultural 

exchanges, the world is smaller and the bulk of influences which dictate style are 

international, based on technology and economics . . . But, even accepting the 

International Style, technology, and the stimulus from the outside, and not 

copying the traditional, rules can be formulated within which architects can 

create architecture and a character that can become the Niuginian style.
25

 

The principle rejected the misuse of vernacular forms to attract tourists 

because this could cause the devaluation of the countryôs legacy. 

It was William Curtis who concludes such a crisis and posits that regionalism 

is not the idea served only for the glass root people but it should be for all classes. 

Meaningful architecture must be based on practicality and aesthetic symbolism that 

respond to the context, and to know the context, architects need to search for the 

pattern of life of the local people or users.  
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Critical Regionalism  

Curtis is an important proponent of critical regionalism, and another vital 

theorist, whose contributions coincide with those of Curtis, is Kenneth Frampton. The 

theory of critical regionalism as a language of architecture is derived from the 

conditions of architecture as perceived by Frampton.
26

 He argues that it is an 

antiglobalization theory. It can be said that his most important contribution is his 

addition of the word critical to the description, meaning that one has to be more in-

depth, careful, and sensitive in thinking. It is, therefore, possible to avoid a direct 

borrowed form design by simply adopting elements of traditionalism. Compared with 

the regionalist modern theory of Curtis, it can be observed that the addition of critical 

is a well-thought-out and important part of the design process. This additional part is, 

at the same time, critical to the direct design in modern architecture. Therefore, it is 

not the simple following of any traditions of plain modern architecture but is rather a 

combination of seven points from his theories, but only six practical points are 

excerpted in this thesis. 

Various forms of regional architecture disregarded various forms produced by 

modern masters. They were dispersed around the world through the process of 

globalization.  This type of architecture was a strategy to make architecture more 

ñhuman.ò Modern architecture was a dominant style everywhere in the world and was 

viewed as an international cliché. According to Frampton, architects should seek a 

variation in regional sources of architectural design instead of following global 

uniformity. Additionally, they should not have an appreciation for industrialization 

and technology. Frampton did not support the revival of any of the romantic historical 

styles or any of the humble vernacular types of buildings. In essence, he saw the 

destruction of both modern buildings and postmodernism that use architecture as a 

mere sign. He proposed the introduction of a new paradigm of the genius loci.  
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In his book, Frampton explains his definition of critical regionalism as a 

mediation between a spectrum of civilization and the particularity of a place. To 

maintain a critical age, one needs to be aware of popularism. Critical regionalism sits 

between two things; on the one hand, architects have to understand the global, and on 

the other hand, they have to appreciate the local culture. He quotes Paul Ricoeur as 

saying ñHow to become modern and return to sources; how to revive an old, dormant 

civilization and take part in universal civilization.ò
27

 

The fundamental strategy of critical regionalism is to mediate the impact of 

universal civilization with elements derived indirectly from peculiarities and a 

particular place. It is clear from the above paragraph that critical regionalism depends 

upon maintaining a high level of critical self-consciousness. It is an attempt for the 

new paradigm to govern inspiration in such things as the range and quality of local 

light, or a tectonic derived from a peculiar structural mode, or the reflection of the 

topography of a given site. Thus, it has to critically extract ideas from self-

consciousness. 

He cited relevant projects such as Utzonôs Bagsvaerd Church, Sizaôs Beires 

House, and, very interestingly, Andoôs Koshino House to explain the surprising plane 

while disregarding the physical direct borrowing forms from the past yet maintains 

the glimpse of peculiar sense of place embedded within the form. In the article, he 

listed the criteria:  

(1) Critical Regionalism has to be understood as a marginal practice, on 

which, while it is critical of modernization, nonetheless still refuses to abandon the 

emancipatory and progressive aspects of the modern architectural legacy. At the same 

time, Critical Regionalismôs fragmentary and marginal nature serves to distance it 

both from normative optimization and the naive utopianism of the early Modern 
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Movement. In contrast to the line that runs from Haussmann to Le Corbusier, it favors 

the small rather than the big plan.  

(2) In this regard, Critical Regionalism manifests itself as a consciously 

bounded architecture, one which rather than emphasizing the building as a free-

standing object places the stress on the territory to be established by the structure 

erected on the site. This ñplace-formò means that the architect must recognize the 

physical boundary of his work as a kind of temporal limitðthe point at which the 

present act of building stops. 

(3) Critical Regionalism favors the realization of architecture as a tectonic fact 

rather than the reduction of the built environment to a series of ill-assorted 

scenographic episodes. 

 It may be claimed that Critical Regionalism is regional to the degree that it 

invariably stresses certain site-specific factors, ranging from the topography, 

considered as a three-dimensional matrix into which the structure is fitted, to the 

varying play of local light across the structure. Light is invariably understood as the 

primary agent by which the volume and the tectonic value of the work are revealed. 

An articulate response to climatic conditions is a necessary corollary to this. Hence 

Critical Regionalism is opposed to the tendency of ñuniversal civilizationò to optimize 

the use of air-conditioning, etc. It tends to treat all openings as delicate transitional 

zones with a capacity to respond to the specific conditions imposed by the site, the 

climate, and the light. 

(5) Critical Regionalism emphasizes the tactile as much as the visual. It is 

aware that the environment can be experienced in terms of a sense of touching other 

than sight alone. It is sensitive to such complementary perceptions as varying levels of 

illumination, ambient sensations of heat, cold, humidity and air movement, varying 

aromas and sounds given off by different materials in different volumes, and even the 

varying sensations induced by floor finishes, which cause the body to experience 
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involuntary changes in posture, gait, etc. It is opposed to the tendency in an age 

dominated by media to the replacement of experience by information. 

(6) While opposed to the sentimental simulation words of local vernacular, 

Critical Regionalism will, on occasion, insert reinterpreted vernacular elements as 

disjunctive episodes within the whole. It will moreover occasionally derive such 

elements from foreign sources. In other word, it will endeavor to cultivate a 

contemporary place-oriented culture without becoming unduly hermetic, either at the 

level of formal reference or at the level of technology. In this regard, it tends towards 

the paradoxical creation of a regionally based ñworld culture,ò almost as though this 

were a precondition of achieving a relevant form of contemporary practice. 

 

 

Figure 11 Critical Regionalism Theory of Kenneth Frampton  

adopted by this thesis 

Source: Summarized from the theory of Kenneth Frampton, Modern Architecture: A 

Critical History (London: Thames and Hudson, 1992), 314-327, graphic by 

the author 
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Critical Regionalism tends to flourish in those cultural interstices which are 

one way or another that can escape the optimizing thrust of universal civilization. Its 

appearance suggests that the received notion of the dominant cultural center 

surrounded by dependent, dominated satellites is ultimately an inadequate model by 

which to assess the present state of modern architecture. 

Critical Regionalism is not in fact a new form of architecture; it was once 

discussed extensively even in the Ten Books on Architecture by 

Marcus Vitruvius Pollio,
28

 a Roman theorist. Frampton, however, sheds light on how 

to manage to acquire such qualities while uniquely serving the locale yet it also 

embodies modern look and functionality in the sense. He also provides clear criteria 

for the principle of design such as how to maintain the essence of regional by using 

local materials, embedding a sense of place, and applying discrete shapes and forms.  

In conclusion, critical regionalism theory is a sound starting point in this thesis 

for supplying a set of fundamental criteria for judging architectural cases. However, 

the ideas of Frampton face limitations in case analysis. This thesis may go further to 

propose the uniqueness of Thailandôs case identity in the debate on critical 

regionalism, and this would expand the body of knowledge.    

 

In Praise of the Mightiness of Lightness in the Thought of Italo Calvino 

The book Six Memos for the Next Millennium by Italo Calvino (1988)
29

 

presented a lecture on total metaphysics. He discusses the presence of lightness in 

several cases, all of which contradict the norms of how we look at the world. He 
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praises lightness as a quality normally viewed as weakness or fragility but, in his 

estimation, it is a quality with latent power. By all means, he convinces us that the 

next millennium (of his time), which is the present, should move towards lightness. 

Decent and ethical entities should be attributed to lightness. This thesis argues that 

architecture can also adopt such a viewpoint. Because the lecture does not directly 

mention architecture and the narrative is entirely allegorical, reading it requires the 

adoption of a method of hermeneutic interpretation. The aspect of hermeneutic of 

lightness according to Calvino in architecture is quoted, made sense and elaborated in 

the prolegomenal article ñIntertwiningò by Steven Holl,
30

 which presented the 

dialectic of two qualities, i.e., lightness and heaviness. However, he recommended 

that architecture manifest the dichotomy of them to bring back human experience, and 

it enhances the value of architecture. 

Calvino provides several allegories for lightness. Through Greek mythology, 

he relates the polemic of lightness to the story of Perseus, who is a son of Zeus. In the 

story, Perseus wanted to kill Medusa, who has magic eyes; when she stares at 

someone, that person turns into stone. It is a tough task. Perseus was blessed with 

winged sandals that allow him to fly. The fight ends when he cuts off Medusaôs head. 

In the story, Medusa represents heaviness and Perseusôs wings represent lightness. 

The account depicts the polarity of the two contrasting attributes. The mythology 

attempts to posit that heroes who embrace lightness are capable of killing a villain 

such as Medusa. 

The story establishes a discourse in favor of lightness. Not only does it 

undermine the belief that lightness is a weakness but it also highlights the power of 

lightness. Subsequently, when Perseus kills a sea Monster, he uses the head of 

Medusa to turn the monster into stone, and when he washes his hands, he places 

Medusaôs head on a heap of tree leaves. The scene depicts a juxtaposition of the dual 
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qualities of lightness and heaviness. The story illustrates the contrast in attributes of 

the almighty hero, whose character was an image of heaviness. He has the capacity to 

willfully use a lethal weapon and then shows great sensitivity by placing the weapon 

on a soft bed of leaves. This is written to convince us that heaviness is not always the 

intrinsic characteristic of a mighty hero, but rather that an intertwining of contrasting 

attributes may be the most important characteristic.  

Calvinoôs takes excerpts from other books, such as Milan Kunderaôs An 

Unbearable Lightness of Being. The discussion is about ways of living and the fact 

that living is not an easy thing to do. In writing about Kunderaôs novel, Calvino 

discusses constriction by a massive web of surrounding elements, including public 

and private constrictions. People have a connection with family and friends and 

struggle with social classes. Life action is the reflection of the societal condition. We 

cannot often act as we feel, so we rely on the social condition, and it is, of course, 

heaviness. Everyone succumbs to real-life hardships, a heaviness of everyday life and 

the world and humanity as they are. The world is becoming more serious and 

stressful. People interpret issues in their lives in their own way.  

Lightness is a factor in technology, including the computer central processing 

unit (CPU), as well, according to Calvino. The CPU is the hardware of the computer 

and is physically heavy. Software helps that computer to function, and it is a light 

element. Even so, it has the power to control a heavy CPU. It is interesting that 

objects of lightness can control the physical world. A heavy physical machine 

operates because of software, which is lightweight and soft. The world consists of the 

binary attributions of the power and ideology principle. New ideologies, such as 

communism, modernism, and postmodernism, are in the form of soft power but they 

can change the world. Likewise, literature is characterized by two types of language, 

soft and hard, heavy and light.  Thus, light language would in the next millennium has 

its increasing role in as much as the heavy or substantial ones.    
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In conclusion, reading Six Memos for the Next Millennium suggested an idea 

for this thesis that emerged from the new millennium that Calvino predicted. We 

should value the significance of lightness and lightweight as qualities that give power 

a positive rather than a negative connotation. For the sake of contemporary 

architecture, those in the current realm of the architecture of this millennium would be 

wise to immerse themselves in and understand the concept of lightness, its quality and 

interpretation, because it is becoming more relevant to their work.



 

 

CHAPTER  3 

Current Prominent Discourse 

During the last two decades of the twentieth century, the problem of defining 

an identity in Thai architecture became complicated. A survey of the discourse on the 

topic after the year 2000 by architects, scholars, and critics reveals the following 

themes:   

 

Current Discourse 

1. Thai-ness is a problematic and fluid term. 

2. Thai-ness is viewed as a stagnant condition (Thai as tradition). 

3. There is a hope to reestablish (as is occurring in Japan). 

4. There is a sense of hopelessness and wanting to be free (as in the group of 

the new future). 

5. There is a theme of the new generation. 

 

Factors That Formed the Themes 

The themes were the result of these factors: 

1. There was a growing interest in theory among architects who experimented 

with disparate approaches. Many publications were produced by scholars and 

architects. They included influential textbooks, professional journals such as the ASA 

Journal published by the Association of Siamese Architects, and academic journals 

published by schools of architecture, as well as magazines on design, such as Baan 

Lae Suan [House and Garden] and Baan Lae Tok Tang [Home and Décor].   

2. The economy of Thailand grew rapidly, especially during the years before 

the economic collapse in 1997. Demands for new living units, which were accelerated 

by the financial surge, expanded the horizons of many big cities such as Bangkok.  
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The need created new residential types, such as condominiums, and styles, and they 

proliferated as a consequence of competitive marketing strategies.  

3. Modes of education of architects changed, placing new players into the 

architectural realm.  New institutions became another pivotal trigger of change in the 

practice of architects.  New schools such as Rangsit University, King Mongkutôs 

University of Technology Thonburi (KMUTT), Assumption University, and some 

regional universities began to graduate architects that seemed to have a different type 

of DNA.
31

 The change in the theoretical stance of architectural education was due to 

new groups of practitioners and educators who had recently graduated abroad and 

were more flexible in styles of practice.  These young bloods inspired new ways of 

thinking among students at the new institutions. The old schools kept their hold on 

architectural education and continued to impart rigid architectural knowledge without 

a significant change.
32

 More varieties of thought appeared in the practice of 

architectural design in Thailand around the onset of the new millennium.   

In the 1990s, architects were enthusiastic about searching for Thai-ness in 

architecture and tried to design buildings that exemplified Thai themes. Various 

interpretations were evident in this enterprise.  In 1986, Vimolsiddhi Horayangkura 

had written, in ñProblems of Architectural Identity,ò
33

 about obstacles that architects 

faced when designing structures that attempted to express Thai-ness.   

The concept of ñarchitectural layers,ò as argued by Nithi Sthapitanonda,
34

 

could be adopted when attempting to explain the architecture of earlier times, 

especially in the years after Field Marshall Plaek Phibunsongkhramôs administration, 

when some architects veered towards Thai traditional revivalism. As architects faced 
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the dilemma of using architectural styles that would exemplify the ideal identity 

during the 1990s, some attempted to remake the old style with exact authentic motifs 

in secular buildings. They had to face criticism for breaching the traditional canon 

because the preferred styles had limitations.  Leading conservatives criticized this 

type of practice as cultural decadence because it humiliated the dignified classes, 

namely members of the monarchy and monastery as those architectural grammars 

were purportedly exclusive for them.
35

 

 

Problems in Producing Thai-ness 

In Thailand, there has been a long history of strong ties with the countryôs 

archaic culture and traditions. In the broad sociocultural context, some modernized 

Thai people still embraced a conservative viewpoint related to their secure connection 

with the monarchy and Buddhism.  These two crucial institutions are still revered by 

the majority of the people because they represent an ancient ruling regime.  The 

architectural style associated with the monarchy and Buddhism was like a living bank 

of DNA of the old culture, which regulated the activities, ceremonies, and mandates 

of the ruling and religious leaders.  When people needed visual objects for events 

associated with these institutions, they selected Thai traditional style for their design. 

Many new styles of visual objects were also present in Thailand, and Thai people, 

who tend to be light-hearted, partook of them for the purpose of enjoyment. When 

they wanted to be part of the dignified institutions, however, they returned to the Thai 

traditional style, which they viewed as their national heritage. Reactionary discourses 

to curb rapid change were popular. 

 Antique art deserves preservation and should be studied in depth for profound 

understanding. New art, on the other hand, should also be created and should fit 

well with its place and time. However, the art of the present time has a mandate 
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to continue expressing the original pure culture. The contemporary art of a 

generation should thrive from its roots. . . . Brand-new art that has no connections 

with its origins is the choice because shopping for new things wholesale from the 

outside [world] is less painful.  When Thai people sit on the floor eating their 

local foods and watch Westerners consuming steak on television, they value that 

scene and want to imitate what they see at the snap of a finger. Some have 

learned a few English words on the radio and begin to imitate them. Quitting 

speaking Thai and switching to English is common today. Eventually, they do 

not want to be themselves but they are not able to be genuine Westerners. This 

forgetting of the roots of their upbringing and their blindness to their own culture 

may well be blamed on the artist who is capable of making imported art with no 

connections to his roots and is still not eloquent in the new art.
36

 

Conservative attempts were not a new phenomenon but could be traced back 

to the construction campaign for the Chakri Maha Prasat Throne Hall, when Somdej 

Chaophraya Borom Maha Sri Suriwongse resisted King Rama V in molding the 

building in the neoclassical style. Prince Chula Chakrabongseôs remarks on the 

preservation of the national heritage embodied a feeling of longing for the harboring 

and revival of their court traditions even during the time after the democratic 

revolution.  The works of Prince Dhani Nivat and the volumes contributed by M.R. 

Kukrit Pramoj exemplify this trend. Their texts at times are sentimentally 

nationalistic, causing critics to label them both as conservative nationalists or rightist 

extremists.         

           The conservatives asked the question ñin what architectural style should one 

build?ò and it was answered in two ways, Thai traditional style and Thai vernacular 

architecture. The former was especially embraced by some scholars and architects 

who tried to revive an authentic vocabulary.  The attempts to revive the Thai 
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traditional style, which is Thai classical idiom, and apply it to buildings for modern 

use were complicated. Opinions on reviving the style for current use were many and 

varied, and polarities in the associated discourse were prolific during the 1950s and 

onward.  

           The first group, who were in favor of Thai traditional style, believed that a 

quality of Thai-ness and an authentic Thai architecture truly existed, and they tried to 

retain the originality of tradition.  The members included Pinyo Suwankiri, M.C. 

Mitrarun Kasemsri, Somphob Phirom, and some royal guild craftsmen who wished to 

preserve and continue to apply archaic art as a national heritage.  This group thought 

that the art of traditional architecture was authentic and associated with the dignified 

classes. They felt that this architectural style belonged exclusively to the upper-class 

groups and could not be used for others; this rule could not be violated.   

Revivals of this style could be seen in several structures that had been 

approached with a variety of practices and intensities, ranging from complete 

duplications of original models to partially adapted applications. Pinyo Suwankiri 

tried to make use of the style authentically and totally in some buildings, for example, 

Djittbhawan College. According to Pinyo, he had adopted authentic traditional style 

as much as possible in this structure. This style of practice, or literal derivation, in this 

project and others, was subjected to criticism from time to time regarding its 

appropriateness for place and time: 

Revivals of the archaic style in the name of preservation always ended up 

producing structures that seemed to demean the Thai intellectual heritage. In all 

aspects, it is unbecoming to remake archaic art without referring to the 

appropriate place and time; the result is anachronistic. The mistakes made might 

cause a conflict of decency between class and rank and grammar. Whatôs more, 
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the result breaches the old canon because it cannot be regarded as a creative 

masterwork of the time in which it is built.
37  

A campaign to build architecture in the traditional style or a policy decreeing 

that this be done by any agent, either client or architect, is always an inappropriate 

practice.  

Any intention to issue a policy or write up a T.O.R. with an attempt to 

incorporate the Thai character by focusing on the physical form might run a risk 

of having a superficial design.  Instead, the attention should be paid to the 

definition of Thainess in which the architect should adopt in commencing the 

project.  Thai architecture in the latter approach, as it is forced to create Thai 

appearance, will end up as superficial impersonation. For example, adaptive Thai 

style fashioned by Plaek Phibunsongkhramôs policyðwhose style was 

intentionally fragmented and crude in the design methodology by literally 

superimposing Thai elements togetherðfailed as it lacks the essential aspect of 

Thai space and abstract components.
38

 

A similar quotation drew the attention of some researchers to find a better 

solution.
39

 M.L. Piyalada Devakula Thaveeprungsriporn investigated the 

phenomenological dimension of Thai-ness, believing that the findings would 

substitute the direct copy of the physical shapes and forms of the archaic grammar of 

Thai traditional architecture. 

However, attempts to re-create the traditional Thai architectural style 

continued to be seen. This type of building always fails because it misuses the 
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authentic grammar and breaches the traditional canon of the prerogative architecture; 

in Thailand, some groups of conservatives still profess that some traditional 

architectural style must be used only for the monarchy and monastery classes as they 

believe that those institutions are sacrosanct and should have their own identity 

different from people of the ordinary classes.     

  The structures in which authentic grammar has been misused, such as the Thai 

Product Exhibition Center of the Cooperative Shop project in 2002, were 

controversial. The Cooperative Shop project was a campaign to demolish the old 

building and replace it with a building in the traditional Thai style.  The architect tried 

to emulate the Thai traditional prototype by designing the entrance porch to look like 

a temple front with Ruean Song Kreung Lamyong architectural grammar, and it was 

attached to the frontal façade, which was designed in a modern style. His plan was to 

have the templefront refer to the immediate context of the Wat Benchamabophit 

Temple, located nearby. This exhibition center came under severe criticism for having 

an indecent design, and the architect was criticized harshly for his literalness, kitsch, 

and ñmalpracticeò:  

This [Thai Product Exhibition Center of the Cooperative Shop] project, with 

its adornment of elaborate gilt-work-over-black-lacquered antefixes and finials 

over the pedimented portico, was even more lavish than the Wat 

Benchamabophit Temple. This suggests ignorance on the part of the architect 

about the Thai canon, because he mixed up dignified religious-architectural and 

royal-court elements with a profane building. Such a practice is immensely 

offensive. . .
40
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Figure 12 Billboard advertising the sale of space in the Thai Product Exhibition 

Center of the Cooperative Shop 

Source: Ekarin Phungpracha, "Sathapat Uchad Sathon óKhwan Pen Thaiô Yang 

Srithanonchaiô Thassanawiphak Khon Doctor Sumet Jumsai Na 

Ayutthaya [Visually-polluted Architecture Reflecting Cunning 

óThainessô in Sumet Jumsai Na Ayutthayaôs View] [in Thai]," 

Silapawattanatham, September, 2002, 32. 

 

This situation shows that returning to the remaking of Thai traditional 

architecture was not easy. Conservatives believed that the use of this style should 

neither be overdone nor careless.  

Another project that faced similar criticism was the Sukhothai Hotel 

(mentioned earlier in Chapter 1) located in downtown Bangkok. The hotel was a low-

rise project undertaken by a foreign investor. Manoon Leewiriyaphan, the architect, 

adopted the Thai-traditional style and used the scheme as a marketing campaign for 

the project. The Thai-style form was a magnet for attracting a foreign target group 

who expected to immerse themselves in an authentic Thai ambience during vacations.  

As a gimmick, he located a row of miniature Sukhothai-style pagodas in the reflecting 

pool of the restaurant.  Despite harsh criticism for this, the architect insisted that he 
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was fond of authenticity and that when he designed Thai style, he would push it to its 

extreme authentic form, using neither a semiadaptation nor a hybrid form.  His job 

was to create a Thai identity. Critics opposed his stance because they viewed his style 

of design as a direct violation of the canon of the prerogative style that is permitted 

exclusively for religious and royal architecture.  Several comments from conservative 

scholars indicated that the style for this project was taboo and that the architect must 

seek a more appropriate style. 

 

 
 

Figure 13 Miniature Sukhothai-style pagodas (a and c); Thai traditional style 

restaurant at Sukhothai Hotel Bangkok (b) 

Source: (a and c) https://pantip.com/topic/34643 accessed March 25, 2020;   

               (b) https://mgronline.com/travel/detail/9570000133470. accessed March 20, 

2020. 

            Another approach some scholars seemed to recommend included the adaptive 

Thai style, which combines some of the Thai grammar with a form of modernism. 

Since the King Rama IV, Siamese (Thai) architects adapted available materials to 

modern Western structures. Due to a lack of technical know-how for original 

construction, they imitated exotic images through many techniques, such as plastering 
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layers of stucco on wooden walls to form walls that look like modern masonry. In this 

way, the adaptations of the new vocabulary created an image of modernity. 

Furthermore, architects began to enjoy the hybridity. However, current attempts to 

adapt Thai traditional architecture continue to be opposed by many critics, who reject 

this type of hybrid style.  

In addition to the opposition to prerogative violations, according to Ruangsak 

Kantabutra, the psychological state of mind also played a role: 

A dwindling pride in their cultural ingenuity or an absence of enthusiasm for 

preserving and sustaining art impede the success of Thai traditionalism in todayôs 

architectural practice. Therefore, instead of revisiting the old form, a decent style 

should be derived intrinsically from the contemporary materials and construction 

techniques available and should follow todayôs usage. . . . Any attempt to revive 

the ancient style, either in form or characteristics, as well as the construction 

techniques, may be useful only for preservation projects. This type of practice 

should only be used for educational purposes or for a mockup that can be studied 

or serve to disseminate knowledge about old intellectual theories of the nation. It 

would not be for general use. . . . It shows that new buildings of today designed 

in the Thai traditional style should only serve as aspects of an ancient or 

archaeological site. For example, the tourist center of Ayutthaya Historical Park 

and the cultural centers of universities, such as Mahidol Universityôs Research 

Institute for Languages and Cultures of Asia, have been built for purposes of 

preservation and as mockups of architecture for study. They are meant as ways of 

disseminating the knowledge of national art.
41
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Figure 14 Thai traditional house in Chulalongkorn University 

Source: https://www.cuartculture.chula.ac.th/service/chula-thai-house/, accessed 

February 11, 2020. 

 
 

Figure 15 The cultural zone at Mahidol Universityôs Salaya Campus 

Source: https://www.music.mahidol.ac.th/grand-opening-culturral-zone-salaya/,   

            accessed December 2, 2019. 

 



 
 53 

Architects who used the Thai traditional style not only seemed to misuse the 

prerogative grammar but also seemed to have inadequate artistic skills. These 

deficiencies affected the construction, and it was usually inferior due to the lack of 

knowledge that could be passed from one generation to the next.   

Although the recommendation by Ruangsak Kantabutra was radical and 

uncompromising, Thai houses and buildings with what is known as the true Thai style 

are still constructed throughout the country. One example is Monsereenusorn House, 

built as a Thai traditional house in Nonthaburi Province in 2016. 

 

 

Figure 16 Monsereenusorn House, an authentic Thai traditional house.  

(1) Approach from the front (2) Porch (chan with roof) (3) and  Chan (5) 

(Sala) pavilion  

Source: Nithi Sathapitanon, Baan Thai Now: The Book of Traditional Thai House 

(Bangkok: Li-Zenn, 2017), 51ï53. 
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 Residences and full-blown Thai traditional pavilions were erected, such as the 

Ruan Yot Borommangalanusarani Pavilion, which was built to celebrate the 

auspicious occasion of the 70th anniversary of His Majesty the Kingôs accession to 

the throne on 9 June 2016.  

 

 
Figure 17 The Ruan Yot Borommangalanusarani Pavilion 

Source: https://www.picuki.com/media/1692585811445590070, accessed February 

10, 2020. 

These events were in line with Curtisôs hypothesis that many countries around 

the world faced the problem of the disappearance of knowledge about their traditional 

arts and crafts as modern contractors turned to modern technology. This situation was 

not new, of course; it had been a problem during the reign of King Rama V. At that 

time, the king had to solve the problem by importing Western architects for his royal 

projects. The problem was also due to the absence of official training schools for 

architects in either traditional or modern styles; Siam was at the dawn of 

modernization and lacked almost all educational opportunities.  Official schooling 

was a Western idea, not a Thai norm, and most of the training of architects took place 

within families or in large guilds that provided tutelage for a limited number of 
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pupils.
42

 When Thailand founded its first architecture school at the university level, 

the focus was primarily on modern or Western architecture.  This induced tensions 

surrounding the knowledge of Thai traditional architecture and resulted in a shortage 

of specialists. 

Because of these factors, the subsequent period of Thai traditional 

architectural practice, especially the rigors of mastery of original forms, declined, and 

authentic traditional Thai architecture dwindled, as well. The art in the Thai 

traditional style produced in the ensuing period experienced a dramatic denigrationð

many of which were stopped from further development, or even became cruder and 

lackluster. Experts on Thai traditional architecture became fewer and fewer and 

knowledge about this form became more and more limited. Any knowledge that 

remained was based in small groups of guilds, but it was not as profound as in the 

past. The situation of art later, in some views, became bleak.   

Thai architecture is divided into two lineages. The first lineage is royal art, 

which is produced by royal artisans. I am one of them; I regard myself as one of 

them. Works created by this group of people use the Thai classical grammar, or 

in other words, the golden rule of royal art. To acquire this knowledge, one has to 

devote himself earnestly to painstaking training by his teachers. . . . A royal 

artisan is also regarded as a civil servant who works solely in the royal guild 

under royal patronage without other side jobs. Most artisans are masters and 

skillful in their art. In the past, particularly, they worked under the close 

supervision of the king, where they had the chance to learn much from other 

peers.
43

 

Outside of the royal guild, there was a large group of artisans working in the 

nonclassical style; their works were various and had no consolidated format as did the 
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royal guild.  This group of artisans was also known as the indigenous artisans, and 

this group and their work were sometimes viewed as somewhat inferior to the first 

group. 

. . . if anyone prefers to build Thai architecture without following the 

classical grammar, it is his choice. There is no written regulation forbidding 

anyone from doing such thing. He, however, is merely an indigenous artisan. This 

shows their ideas . . . I donôt mind if they want to build a Buddhist altar shrine in 

the form of a skyrocket. But as for me, I will never do that. I adhere only to the 

genuine classical grammar of Thai traditional architecture.
44

 

In reading the above quotes, one can see that the rigid mindset of conservatives 

has a limiting effect on the remaking of the Thai traditional architectural style because 

it restricts some artisans from using the style and allows its use exclusively for small 

groups of the dignified classes and by the exclusive guild of artisans.  

In 1955, as a consequence, the Faculty of Thai Architecture was formed at 

Silpakorn University. It was the sole architecture department of the faculty at the time 

and was under the deanship of Phra Phrombhichitr; it heralded the beginning of the 

era of official architecture tutelage in Thailand. In 1974, nonetheless, the pedagogy 

was transformed to follow the Western standard, and the emphasis on Thai-ness and 

nostalgia declined. After some time, those who valued Thai traditional architecture 

brought the curriculum back; this was not until 1995, when a Bachelor of Architecture 

in Thai architecture was offered at Silpakorn University and also at Chulalongkorn 

University. The teaching of this discipline at the bachelorôs degree level began in 

1996, and teaching at the masterôs level began in the following year. The curriculumôs 

rationale at Chulalongkorn University declares:  

Thai architecture originated in Thailand based on Thai ingenuity. Over a long 

period of time, it developed into a concrete form that reflected Thai-ness as the 
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identity of the nation. The architecture embraces a wide range of traits, from 

austere vernacular forms to lavish classical structures.
45

  

In 1999, the Faculty of Architecture of Silpakorn University was mandated by 

the government to produce more specialists in the area of Thai architecture, and it 

thus initiated the project Sathapat Pariwat at the masterôs level.  

The return of a Thai architecture curricula at these institutions suggests that the 

subject regained its strength in the quest for a national identity for architecture. 

Despite the difficulties in the practice of the Thai traditional style, there were attempts 

to formulate a possible design application, such as a text by Rutai Jaijongrak, a 

professor of Silpakorn University: 

. . . [One should] study structure, technology, functionality, and construction 

materials, as well as be aware of the skills of construction workers available in 

the market nowadays. Take into account the economic, social, and environmental 

factors. Adopt Thai traditional elements in 60% to 70% of the overall building. 

For instance, if authentic form is an issue, replacing roof tiles with modern 

materials in the market should be considered. Attention must be paid to the 

preservation of the quality of harmony and an effeminate and graceful nature. All 

in all, the form should allude to Thai traditional style.
46

 

In sum, it can be said that the attempt to establish a Thai identity by remaking 

Thai traditionalism faced many problems, and whenever contemporary architects 

attempted to overcome them, they had to cope with sensitive issues from the start.  

 

Vernacular Architecture  

           Vernacular architecture gained interest as another architectural form in the 

1980s, mainly in the movements at King Mongkutôs Institute of Technology 

Ladkrabang (KMITL) and Silpakorn University. Vivat Temiyabandha and Pralong 

                                                           
45

Chulalongkorn University, Suebsan Sathapattayakam Thai [Prolonging the 

Thai Architecture] [in Thai]  (Bangkok: Department of Architecture, Faculty of 

Architecture, Chulalongkorn University, 2001), Introduction page.  
46

Rutai Jaijongrak, "Story of Thai Architecture, [in Thai]" Najua 15 (1997): 1. 



 
 58 

Phiranandaôs trailblazing book on Thai Vernacular Architecture,
47

 in which the author 

collated analytical works based on field surveys, shed light on the value of local 

houses, which were generally ignored by scholars in the previous period. When 

mainstream scholars mentioned Thai-ness, they focused more on classical 

traditionalism. This movement was in accordance with the seminal exhibition of 

Bernard Rudofsky in 1964, entitled Architecture Without Architects, which attracted 

global interest. According to Vivat Temiyabandha, 

Local architecture is the work that reflects the national identity because it 

echoes the ingenuity of the ancestors. All should be aware of their merits and 

work jointly to preserve these remaining old structures and sustain them. Doing 

this will collaboratively develop cultures and secure peace and sympathy among 

nations. These are authentic, creative cultural objects.
48

 

At Silpakorn University, contributions to vernacular architecture were made 

by Ornsiri Panin in Residential Pattern Along Klong Bangkok Noi
49

 in 1984 and Vira 

Inpuntung in Vernacular houses in the Western region
50

 in 2001ï2002.   

Some debates concerning the objectives of vernacular architecture study and 

research were, at first, uncertain about the benefits of the style and the findings to 

which studies might lead.  This was one reason that Suphat Bunyarittikij
51

 suggested 

that KMITL should limit the course of study to be a complementary course within the 

Bachelor of Architecture Program. According to Vivat Temiyabandha, 
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In a developing country, the study of local dwellings is indispensable 

because the lessons learned from native designs can teach us how workers built 

structures to suit the climatic, geographical, and economic contexts. Moreover, 

they suggest how new designs can augment the cultural identity of the local 

region more profoundly. One significant recommendation was that the top 

authority instill an awareness in citizens of the value of vernacular architecture as 

part of their heritage.
52

 

 

 

Figure 18 A vernacular house as good architecture defined by Vivat Temiyabandha   

 Even in 2016 he was still a fervent advocator of vernacular architecture 

who partook in ASA 2016: Back to Basic event 

Source: Vivat Temiyabandha, "Basic Image: What is Good Architecture?ò, 

Pamphlet of ñASA 2016: Back to Basic,ò (Bangkok: 2016). 

 

The practicality of vernacular architecture in design, however, was not shown 

until 1967 in Virote Srisuroôs application of it to the ordination hall of the Wat Sala 

Loy Temple in Nakhon Ratchasima. His avant-garde architectural work was relatively 
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experimental because it did not conform to the conventions of religious architectural 

tradition as did many other temples. Thai traditionalism is primarily used for religious 

structures, but it did not for this monastery.  The architect shifted his schema to a 

vernacular motif by applying regionalism in the design. He used a buckling plinth 

stylobate, an element popular in temples in the Ayutthaya period that suggests the 

configuration of a sea junk. Other features were intertwined with some of the 

vernacular motifs of Nakhon Ratchasima, which originally came from an 

amalgamation of the Thai and Laos cultures. Anuvit Charernsupkul commented 

. . . [Wat Sala Loy has] an avant-garde design whose form departs from the 

precedented norm to become a contemporary religious building. Embedded 

within its prominent details is an admirable quality of plasticity in which the 

elements genuinely resonate with the spirit of the local culture.
53

  

 
 

Figure 19 The ordination hall of Wat Sala Loy 

Source: https://www.tiewplearn.com/topics/10564, accessed January 2, 2020. 
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 Although Virote Srisuroôs success in the 1960s marked the unveiling of 

Thai vernacular architectural adaptation, and despite several attempts to extract 

and intertwine the vernacular grammar in new buildings that took place in many 

parts of the country, there was not much noteworthy discourse on the subject, 

with one exception. Saran Soonthornsook made contributions to architectural 

discourse that were quite remarkable. He worked mainly with the Habita Group, 

whose expertise was in the design of resort hotels.  The project that exemplified 

the vernacular adaptive design was Saranôs Six Senses Resort and Hotel. A low-

slung overhanging roof and small cluster of houses that are modest in form 

suggests an atmosphere of Thai vernacular architecture. His theory of design is, 

in his words,    

I believe that our Thai vernacular architecture has a unique element of 

proportion. It is a scale that appears in folk architectural work. The space and 

form have a petite scale and toy-like size; there is a coziness due to the deep-eave 

low-slung roof, which suggests a sense of friendliness. This form and space result 

from the fact that our people often sit on the flooré Our vernacular artifacts 

encompass a unique form that reflects the character of our people, as well as their 

culture and the way they live; this is still implanted in their DNA. If new 

architects never neglect this principle, I believe that we can still find ourselves in 

the inevitable trend of globalization.
54

 

 

 

Applying the Theory of Think New, Do New 

Vimolsiddhi Horayangkura states that the theory of contemporary Thai 

architecture should consider these factors:
55
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First : Concept of sustaining the Thai spirit or intellectual character 

1) Identity must not be connected to a past identity. 

2) Preserving Thai identity in architecture may depend on adopting Thai 

spirit without Thai form. 

3) Thai form may be chosen but the space must be reconstructed, as it 

has been in the Ayutthaya Historical Park tourist service center. 

4) The interior space and atmosphere should be adapted from Thai space 

in the past, as in the Royal Thai Embassy in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia. 

5) Thai architecture must be sustained but the hierarchical canon must 

not be breached. 

Second: Concept of sustaining forms, elements, or symbolism 

1) The redesign of Thai traditionalism is applied to the local culture, as 

in the Wat Sala Loy Temple. 

2) Local architectural identity must be used in contemporary buildings, 

as in the Asian Bank in Namphong. 

3) New designs of Thai architecture are needed, as in the ordination hall 

of the Wat Phra Dhammakaya Temple. 

4) Elements that display Thai identity must be used, as in the Erawan 

Hotel in Bangkok. 

5) Building plans and roof shapes should preserve Thai form, as in the 

Sirikit Convention Center in Bangkok. 

6) Thai architecture should be developed from the major archetypes of 

architecture in the past.  

7) Contemporary architectural forms must be transformed according to 

the technology and materials of the present day. 

                                                                                                                                                                      

Prakarn Nai Karnkamnot Naew Rupbaeb ï Soot Samret Nai Karnsangsarn [New Thai 
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Journal June (1996):48ï65. 
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Also, Vimolsiddhi Horayangkura proposed Design Guidelines for 

Creating Thai Identity in Modern Architecture in the following diagram: 

 

 
 

Figure 20 Vimolsiddhi Horayangkuraôs Design Guidelines for Creating Thai Identity 

in Modern Architecture posited in 2010, redrawn by the author 

Source: Vimolsiddhi Horayangkura, "The Creation of Cultural Heritage: 

Towards Creating a Modern Thai Architectural Identity," Manusya: 

Journal of Humanities Regular 13, no. 1 (2010), 70. 



 
 64 

Austerity versus Luxury  

           Besides the idea of lightness of Calvino presented in Chapter 2 that argues for 

the tendency of light, little, and, of course, towards minimalism, this section 

elaborates the issue of the similar stream. It could be said that any world paradigm is 

based on a dialectical combination; this is the case with architecture. Architectural 

design, on the one hand, embodies tension between two features, such as austerity and 

luxury.  Austere,
 56

  according to the Websterôs New World Dictionary, is defined as 

very plain; lacking ornament or luxury, whereas luxury
57

 refers to the use and 

enjoyment of the best and most costly things that offer the most physical comfort and 

satisfaction and usually something considered unnecessary to life and health. 

           The term austerity (samatha ëâ×ñ in Thai) refers to a less materialistic 

condition. In the Thai language, there appear to be two different meanings. First, 

when referring to sacred culture, it means the peace of mind one attains in spiritual 

practice; its goal is to overcome lust and attain nothingness, or Enlightenment in 

Buddhism.  When referring to profane culture, austerity is an adaptive level of 

Samatha during which one looks forward to arriving at a state of being in which one 

can refrain from doing or having something, live in simplicity, and experience 

sufficiency (e.g., ñan austere person lives his life simplisticallyò). In this usage, 

austerity reflects a sense of having less and less and yet having what is sufficient.   

King Rama IX put forth an ideology of austerity in 1997, when economic 

turmoil struck Thailand, and his dogma became a pillar of the nation from that time 

forward.  He posited that one way to survive economic trouble was to live in a state of 

sufficiency, saying ñ. . . óSufficiencyô means to lead a reasonably comfortable life, 

without excess, or overindulgence in luxury, but rather being satisfied of having 

enough . . .ò
58
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Every architectural project that puts into practice His Majestyôs 

concept has to reflect meaningful usefulness and has to be worthwhile 

economically. This is the outcome of valuing the principle of Usefulness Creates 

Happiness as the foundation of life, according to the Sufficiency Economy 

Ideology.
59

 

 

 
 

Figure 21 King Bhumibol Adulyadej (in Watercolor painted by an architect) 

                Many architects lauded him as their spiritual leader and role model by 

honoring him with the title ñMaster Architect of the Nation.ò (Also, it is the 

translation of the Thai text under the picture). 

Source: https://img.yumpu.com/58543233/1/500x640/asa-crew-vol1.jpg, accessed 

December 5, 2019 
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To the King, sufficiency means adequate austerity. His precept was aimed at 

stifling an impending financial collapse, and his philosophy led his people to soon 

step out of the abyss.  This idea led to a way of life in which everyday living was 

simplified and consumption was controlled in order to seek a balance that would 

become a sufficient life. In Thailandôs architectural circles, the king is the role model, 

and his ideology on sufficiency has been heeded and developed in many dimensions.  

Austerity can be described as a way of life that is minimal, reductive, simple, 

serene, crisp, sleek, and streamlined. It also alludes to qualities of being discreet and 

practical, so that sufficiency is a logical outcome. In contrast, luxury suggests 

multiplicity, and complexity.  In theory, the dialectical features of austerity and luxury 

as they are associated with architecture tend to change depending upon time and 

place. The concept of simplicity appeared in the twentieth-century theories posited by 

architects such as Mies van der Rohe, but its manifestations varied. 

Throughout the history of humanity, the dialectic of more and less has 

continued. As long ago as in the Ancient Greek period, aesthetic ideals provided 

alternatives for designers who were dealing with complexity and simplicity.  If 

simplicity was the goal, architects could choose Doric style, which not only conveyed 

architectural simplicity but also masculinity and elegance. The Ionic and Corinthian 

styles, on the other hand, offered complexity and lavishness plus an effeminate 

graceful effect.   

During the Roman era, many architects chose a lavish and elaborate form, as 

is found in the Roman thermae, or Baths of Caracalla, that served to entertain and 

offer luxury to people.  With the advent of the Early Christian era, the attraction of 

worldliness dwindled and was replaced by asceticism in the lives of monastics of 

many basilican churches; the old Saint Peterôs Basilica (the first version, built c. 4
th
 

Century) in Rome a manifestation of the Early Christian Church archetype. 

A luxurious form and details of design are discernible in Gothic architecture.  

It was derived from its predecessor, Romanesque architecture, but incorporates more 
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delicate and lavishly adorned elements.  Romanesque style was characterized by 

massiveness and fortress-like structures with limited openings; it embodied the spirit 

of the Middle Ages. Gothic style is open and incorporates multiple colorful stained-

glass windows and a complex system of flying buttresses. 

By the fifteenth century, Renaissance architecture emerged. The Basilica de 

Santo Spirito, designed by Brunelleschi in 1446, stressed simplicity and 

straightforwardness. Silence dwells within the church.  One can suggest that this 

church embodies the austerity of architectural expression.  Renaissance architects 

fashioned their structures with the greatest simplicity until the new style of the 

Baroque emerged. Baroque architecture was characterized by complexity, 

ambiguousness, lavishness, and fluidity and was applied by architects such as 

Giacomo Della Porta, Bernini, and Borromini.  Borrominiôs church of San Carlo alle 

Quattro Fontane especially manifests complexity and ambiguity with its curvatures, 

convex and concave masses and forms, and elaborate interior adornment. Its purpose 

was to lure back members from the more energetic religious pull of Protestantism, 

which rapidly engaged the interest of spiritual seekers.   

In the following period, the era of the Enlightenment, designs shifted to a 

focus on metaphysics and epistemology. Thus, a new paradigm of rationalism shook 

architecture. The approach involved multiple aesthetic styles. Greek architectural 

style was revived by some groups of architects, whereas others took up Mannerism, 

which was developed in the prosperous academies of historicism. The concept of 

revivalism was continued into the nineteenth century with a greater variety of styles. 

The turn of the nineteenth century saw the establishment of architecture schools in 

Europe to train architects to maintain the legacy of classicism. The École des Beaux-

Arts taught neoclassical architecture, and the most prominent styles, Baroque and 

Rococo, were characterized by complex and luxurious fashions.  The Palais Garnier 

(Paris Opera House), designed in 1861 by Charles Garnier, represents the mainstream 

of that school.   
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The decline of complexity was seen as modernism debuted. This was thanks to 

Adolf Loos, who theorized about forgoing ornamentation in architecture in his 

seminal work ñOrnament and Crimeò in 1913. He conceptualized that ñthe evolution 

of culture marches with the elimination of ornament from a useful object.ò
60

 

Subsequently, Mies van der Rohe, in his manifesto ñLess Is More,ò established a new 

aesthetic ideal that valued the art of reduction and purity form pointing towards an 

austerity.  His exceptional designs included the Barcelona Pavilion, Crown Hall of the 

Illinois Institute of Technology in Chicago, Lake Shore Drive Apartments in Chicago, 

and Farnsworth House in Plano, Illinois.  His concept of simplicity tremendously 

impacted a multitude of architects of his century and spread throughout the world as 

globalization occurred.   

In the twentieth century, the architect Robert Venturi coined the phrase ñLess 

Is a Boreò and wrote his book Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture,
61

 which 

proposed a new philosophy of design that turned back to complexity and the 

amalgamation of many qualities through a structure of ñbothéandéò 

For current global trends, there appeared many contributions supporting the 

post-luxury period, such as Dana Thomasôs ñDeluxe: How Luxury Lost its Lusterò,
 62

 

which despite its discussion principally on the marketing of the global brands, asks: 

where can true luxury go now?; it additionally pinpoints the dark side of the luxury 

product business and implies consumers cautiously from the pseudo-extravaganza of 

consumerism's glossy image.   

In Thailand, architecture relied on the established canon until the era of King 

Rama V and modernization.  One can observe the duality of simple/austere/samatha 
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versus complex/luxury in every period depending on the hierarchy of building type 

and person for whom the building would serve.  Therefore, complex and luxurious 

designs were exclusively tailored to religious clients and royalty, whereas 

simple/austere buildings were for common people, though there were nuances within 

these categories according to a personôs social class.   For example, slightly luxurious 

hard-wooden houses belonged to aristocrats, but simple bamboo houses were for the 

corvée class (normal people).  No crossing of this boundary was made.  

 In accordance with the philosophy of sufficiency prophesized by the king 

there are many architects and theorists who declare their philosophical standpoints in 

the same direction especially conveyed through the ASAôs exhibition that the 

organizer requested some famous architects to contribute though the publication of 

the pamphlets on the theme ñBack to Basic,ò such as the work of Pongpon Yuttharat 

(Hed design studio). According to Pongpon, ñarchitecture must fit, as if it is tailor 

made, the cost of building and labor must fit [with the project] appropriately, and fits 

with the individual mind.ò
63

 His discourse is also well pointing towards the 

sufficiency economy as part of the trend of design. Besides the previous example 

another architect  

 

New Embodiment of Autonomous Spirit: Discourses of Identity 

Identity is the main issue: One factor in the identity of Thailand is its 

architecture, which has to embody Thai-ness. Critics of architecture before 1980 said 

that architecture in Thailand paid too much attention to importing modern styles and 

lacked Thai-ness or that Thai architects were lost
64

 (did not reclaim their identity). It 

was not architecture circles alone that intensified the interest in identity but all fields 
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of culture.  The government formed a National Identity Office to handle cultural 

preservation.  

The duty of the National Identity Office was to oversee cultural activities and 

promote the identity of the nation. There were many campaigns to fulfill this task, but 

the policy mainly focused on promoting cultural unity with such things as emblems of 

visual culture. The elephant became the national animal and Cassia fistula. L. 

(drumstick tree flower) became the national flower. The central-regionïstyled gazebo 

became the only emblem of national architecture. This discourse seemed to devalue 

other regional styles and in the view of the postmodernists this was a cultural 

denigration.  

Choosing one single culture as representative or claiming that one particular 

culture was superior to all others seemed a problematic way to deal with Thai-ness. 

According to Framptonôs concept of critical regionalism, such an approach suggests 

that local cultures are facing a demise. He states that the crashing of universalityðas 

the mainstream of cultureðwith locality is a process of diminishing individual 

cultures of different countries by the encroachment of Westernization. However, if 

one views a country the size of Thailand, considering one nation as the mainstream, 

the governmentôs centralization attempt was another similar problem as it valued one 

subculture more than the rest.   
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Figure 22 Thai gazebo (Sala Thai) as the emblem of Thai National Architecture 

  It was designated in this way by the National Identity Office of the 

government. 

Source: http://www.dhammathai.org/thailand/thaisign.php. Accessed February 10, 

2020. 

Tensions around identity continued as architects tried to search for a genuine 

style and asked in what style should we build?ò Defining Thai-ness too narrowly may 

have complicated the problem.   

Some discussions focused on a general dislike of modern architecture with 

such seminal remarks as ñModern architecture does not fit: it is like cancer.ò
65

 These 

discussions alarmed many architects and caused them to try to make their designs 

Thai in every way. Some events held by the ASA involved finding solutions for the 

problem. Suvarnabhumi Airport was designed by an American group of architects; at 

the time that they won the open competition, their design met all of the requirements 

and was highly regarded, but later it was criticized as too foreignò and not look[ing] 

Thai at all. As the issue blew up, the government responded to the upheaval by 

forming a team to supervise the design development, but it was too late. The result 

was to alleviate the absence of identity by adding Thai artifacts to the interior 

decoration, such as giant statues and miniature pavilions. The structure then became 

nothing more than a tongue-in-cheek trompe lôoeil.  
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Such odd practices and cultural movements revealed the agenda among 

architects and people outside the field particularly the government whose style and 

design sensitivity seemed to delay and caused the even more chaos. 

 Whilst some architects were trying to solve the identity problem of Thai 

architecture during the 1990s, more applications emerged.  Some architects, as 

aforementioned, experimented with ideas in an attempt to avoid the remaking the Thai 

traditional style, which had been rejected by conservatives.  The situation that caused 

so much concern during the 1980s and 1990s seemed to quiet down after the turn of 

the twenty-first century. 



 

 

CHAPTER  4 

Historical Context of the Transformation of Thai Architectural Identity  

 

In Architecture of Thailand: A Guide to Traditional and Contemporary 

Forms, Nithi Sthapitanonda and Brian Mertens argue that Thailandôs architecture is 

an architecture of layers, and it has incorporated many ideologies and influences 

throughout history.
66

  Because of its location, Thailand is a cultural crossroad and has 

been influences by ideologies from India, Ceylon, Burma, Cambodia, Laos, China, 

and the West. The land has yielded the fruits of good agrarian lifestyles. Therefore, in 

order to comprehend the complexity of Thailandôs contemporary architectural 

development, it is necessary to delve into the historical context. First, one may focus 

on the early Rattanakosin period, when Siam (or Thailand) began to modernize itself, 

to decode what has been inherited as the substance of Thai architecture. Although 

some believed that Thai architecture has a rigid and stable character, it has in fact 

been subject to dynamic external and internal influences, depending on the time and 

place. 

Olden Siam, the alternate name of the Thai state,
67

 was a kingdom that wove 

several cultures together. As the Kingdom of Siam became an integrated social unit, it 

adopted Buddhism as its religion, and this immensely shaped the way Thai people 

saw the world. The world was seen as a transcendental place with a mandala of 

concentric mountains called Mount Meru and seas surrounding a sacred hub, the 

mythical Himalayan abode of the gods.  
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The sacred summit was symbolized by the multitiered conical forms used in 

royal regalia, such as crowns and parasols, and throughout temples and palaces in 

their bases, tops of wall columns, stupas, and roof spires.
68

 

 

 

 

Figure 23 The Diagram of Thai worldview  

                 It was shaped by the influence of a HinduïBuddhist treatise known as the 

Traiphum, or Three Lands. This illustration appears in a 1776 version of the 

manuscript commissioned by King Taksin. 

Source:   https://readthecloud.co/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/work-notenation-dust- 

2.jpg, accessed February 1, 2020. 

The architecture of the olden days of Siam gradually developed from the time 

of Sukhothai to Rattanakosin.  However, the pivotal time of change was when Siam 

began to become modernized and it informed the definition of what architecture is 

today. The modernization of the kingdom occurred during the reign of King Rama IV 

(also known as King Mongkut). 
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During King Mongkutôs reign, Western arts and crafts became available. A 

new exposure to the West brought about a number of incoming architectural styles 

and they became infused with local styles. This influx occurred via many channels 

and a sweeping connection with the West, which was mainly due to the Bowring 

Treaty (1846). This diplomatic agreement caused a drastic change in Bangkokôs urban 

fabric, with new laws that allowed the British to build vast settlements in the 

Kingdom. The government granted the rights and freedom to trade and own land to 

people and subjects of Britain. This transformed Siam physically and culturally. In 

terms of built forms, many new demands emerged to create new projects of various 

types, including new roads and row houses, and the buildings were stylized in some 

respects to serve them. The government allocated new town zones for different groups 

of foreigners, particularly around Bangrak.  

The influence of Western arts was not limited to the sources of British but 

included wider groups of Europeans. Siam began to learn and absorb architectural 

knowledge, both in art and technology, from these connections with foreigners.  

As the head of state and an influential figure, Kings played a prominent role 

in this establishment of the arts, especially Rama IV and Rama V, who were 

interested in Western knowledge.  By the time King Rama IV was Prince Mongkut 

during the reign of King Rama III, as a Buddhist monk, his interests included various 

disciplines of knowledge, philosophy, science, and languages; he learned Pali, Latin, 

and English from foreign teachers. This shows his profound determination to open up 

his horizons to the wider world outside the Siamese sphere. Later, when he became 

king, he hired Westerners such as Anna Leonowens to teach his children. He had 

connections with expat scholars, and his French friend Pallegoix, a Roman Catholic 

Bishop, visited him from time to time and taught him Latin and the Western ideology.  

During the reign of King Rama IV, some projects were built in the Thai 

traditional style, such as Wat Samphanthawong, Wat Srisuriyawong in Ratchaburi, 
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and Wat Khok Moo. Although they were in the traditional style, on the surface, they 

exemplified Western architecture's influence; this was evident in the porticos, as 

additions to building fronts were a new fashion of the time. Many buildings that 

exemplify this style are, for example, Karanyasabha, and Sala Leuk Khun. 

Modern construction techniques were adapted to accommodate Western 

styles, but doing so was difficult. The primary workforces consisted of Thai and 

Chinese artisans and laborers. There was a strong interest in building Western forms, 

with which became familiar by seeing pictures and postcards, but Siamese artisans did 

not have the technical knowhow in concrete or steel construction as built in Europe 

and America.  These artisans and workers had to make do with vernacular techniques 

in order to build Western-style facades. The builders adapted whatever they could, 

such as building walls by attaching brickwork onto timber structures to simulate 

masonry. This practice created a hybrid style and contributed to a new fashion in 

Siam by the end of Rama IVôs reign.  

There were several royal houses built in this hybrid style, such as the 

Issaresrajanusorn Throne Hall; it had a front staircase that provided access to its 

entrance hall. This feature was derived from a foreign style, probably American, and 

it became a new standard archetype of that period.  With the new mainstream of 

Western style, the practice of the traditional style started to decline; training in the old 

arts from generation to generation became less common and eventually led to the 

discontinuation of artistic practice.  
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Figure 24 Issaresrajanusorn Throne Hall and its portico showing a new element in 

architecture 

Source: http://www.reurnthai.com/index.php?topic=3700.0, accessed January 31, 

2020. 

Modernization and Westernization in arts such as painting was another 

significant development that affected the long-established identity of Siam. Mural 

painting was a task dedicated mostly to religious buildings. In Wat Bawon Sathan 

Sutthawat Wang Na, a palatial monastery, the painters adopted Western ideas in two 

aspects. First, they used the technique of perspective, which originated in the Italian 

Renaissance period, but did not use it in a technically accurate way. It was the first 

Western trait adopted by the artists of Siam. Before that time, traditional Thai 

paintings used a unique style of (inaccurate) pseudo-birdôs-eye-view perspective, 

which depicted religious and mythological content. The overall appearance was 

usually surrealistic. Second, painters included depictions of the classical architecture 

of the West. It was believed that they learned about them from postcards and prints 

that were becoming common media at the time among Westerners.  Therefore, it 

could be said that in Wat Bawon Sathan Sutthawat, Siamese artists of that time were 

eager to change from the traditional way to a new way and new identity by 

incorporating exotic ideas as a new means of generating for pastoral artwork.   
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Figure 25 A mural painting in Wat Bawon Sathan Sutthawat  

                 depicting eclectic transgression inclination in architectural styles in the 

worldview of Thai artists 

Source: https://readthecloud.co/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/activities-walk-hidden-

palace-scoop-26.jpg, accessed January 15, 2020. 

The time of King Rama V has been regarded extensively as the period of 

modernization of Siam.
69

 During the reign of King Chulalongkorn (Rama V, reigned 

1868 to 1910), the son of Ram IV, Siam experienced a relatively challenging influx of 

new ideologies. The King, in his childhood, was educated both in Thai (conservative) 

and Western (modern) styles. The Western teaching was offered by imported 

Westerners such as Anna Leonowens, as was mentioned earlier. The King grew up 

with an awareness that the Kingdom needed to have standards that would compete 
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with the Western world. In his view, importing Western things would serve the 

nation, but the choices had to be made carefully. He modernized a series of royal 

conventions, such as the etiquette of the royal audience in terms of dress and 

hairstyles in an attempt to make the kingdom seen as being a civilized nation. This 

practice began in his court. Furthermore, the changes he made in the governing 

system of the Kingdom were to centralize the power and govern the country through 

twelve ministries; this idea was derived from the West. These are the signs of deeply 

rooted modernization. 

By the time of the reign of Rama V, however, the Victorian colonial 

ecumene had increased its impact on Siamese architecture in more significant 

ways. Firstly, the architecture of the Siamese aristocrats became increasingly 

Westernized, inspired by travels to and print images of the colonial world. 

Secondly, the Siamese elites began to employ the services and expertise of 

European builderïcontractors, whose presence in Siam significantly changed local 

architectural practices. Finally, the Siamese elites undertook simultaneous reforms 

in many institutions, with a tendency to centralize and modernize in the name of 

civilization. Accordingly, the so-called Chakri Reformation drastically changed 

local architectural practices; the royal master builders lost their shares of 

architectural commissions to the newly established Public Works Department.
70

 

Throughout this process, the King imported foreign experts to Bangkok to 

work as his consultants.  The new traditions were gradually internalized among the 

people. To be a modern man, one must know English, and it was generally perceived 

to be a new value of aristocratic society. Also, elite groups founded multiple clubs, 

such as ballroom dance clubs, adopted certain table manners, went bicycling and 

driving, and sent their children to study abroad, especially to Britain, France, and 

                                                           
70

Pirasri Povatong, "Building Siwilai: Transformation of Architecture and 

Architectural Practice in Siam during the Reign of Rama V, 1868-1910" (PhD 

University of Michigan, 2011), 2. 



 
 80 

Germany. Only nobility could have access to this kind of opportunity. When travelers 

returned home, they became the exemplars new fashions and took the leading role in 

the modernization of the country. 

One new concept of the time was that "the person who studies overseas is 

superior to those who study at home"; students who had been abroad had a better 

chance for a better job and more rapid promotions. The predominating conception that 

Westerners were smarter and superior in other ways to native people seemed 

embedded in the minds of the Thais. 

King Rama V traveled to Singapore, India, and Europe, where he 

experienced new horizons. It impacted his perspective on the development of the new 

architectural scheme. During the development campaign known as Siwilai,
71

 literally 

derived from "civilize," he changed the physical appearance of the nation by 

constructing new buildings. There were difficulties because of a shortage of skilled 

laborers and architects and the accelerating demands of new construction. He 

imported architects from Europe, especially Italy, Germany, and Britain, to build his 

modern Siam. New projects included palaces and princely residences mostly in 

neoclassical variants. Some critics viewed this Siwilai campaign as a risk for merely 

putting on a mask, a sort of superficial cladding of a vacuum.
72

 It had become 

important to show the West and the rest of the world that Thai architecture was 

architecture par excellence. It also served as a reaction to the risk of encroaching 

colonialism.  

The campaign to modernize Siam, despite its aim of merely ornamenting 

Siam, became a new tendency to use European styles of architecture among elite 

groups. They learned about neoclassical, neo-Romanesque, Gothic, and Baroque 

architecture. Knowledge of and skill and craftsmanship in Thai traditional architecture 

diminished and was replaced by foreign techniques. The body of knowledge 
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concerning architecture became divided into the science of engineering, for 

construction, and the art of architectural aesthetics reflecting a Western format.  

King Rama V, when viewing several European-style buildings, expressed 

his concern about the styles: ". . . in the future, people will view this reign as 

decadence and insult King Rama V for the over-favor of European buildings."
73

 

Because of this troubling realization, he decided to build a summer house, Phra 

Tamnak Ruen Ton, in an original traditional Thai style for so that he and his 

commoner friends could use it for recreational purposes.  

 

Figure 26 Phra Tamnak Ruen Ton  

located in the Dusit Palace 

Source: Somphob Phirom, Baan Thai Phak Klang (Bangkok: Kungsiam Karnphim, 

1972), 133. 
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During his reign, a number of palaces were built in Western styles. In the 

first half of his reign, Buraphabhiromya Villa, Thaphra Villa, and Waropatvimarn 

Villa were built, and in the second half, Vimarnmek Villa, Niwetdharmapravaddi 

Temple, Saranromya Cadet School, and Anandasamakhom Throne Hall. There were 

two reasons for the fact that the majority of his projects were in the European style: 

(1) they were emblems of Siwilai (modernity) and (2) they could be built more easily 

in that time of labor shortage, especially the shortage of skilled laborers. It was more 

convenient, in the view of the King, to hire project architects and contractors from 

Europe because they could handle and do the job more extensively, especially with 

their higher engineering capability.  

 

 

 

Figure 27 Niwetdharmapravaddi Temple 

Source: https://asaconservationaward.com/index.php/2016-06-13-15-22-

21/temple2532/187-wat-niwetthammaprawat-ordination-hall., accessed 

February 1, 2020. 

 



 
 83 

Niwetdharmapravaddi Temple has been in the midst of a debate on identity 

for some time because it was dedicated to Buddhism and temples were usually 

constructed in the traditional style. The exterior configuration is characterized by the 

simplified Gothic Revival style and designed by the Italian architect Joachim Grassi. 

The construction of the temple commenced in 1876 and was completed in 1881. The 

interior has a European appearance although it is well-adapted to Buddhist functions 

and traditional characteristics. For instance, its overall decoration is with stuccos and 

stained glass; the principle Buddha image, Phra Phutthanaruemonthammopat, is 

enthroned on a high pedestal under a Gothic arch; King Rama Vôs image is depicted 

in a French stained glass window on the arch above the entrance; and a spired bell 

tower is located at the rear, similar to a Christian church. It shows how Western 

culture affected a highly conserved architectural type used for a temple. 

One controversial construction campaign of King Rama V involved the 

Chakri Maha Prasat Throne Hall. It epitomizes the amalgamation of several issues, 

including the ideology of form and the process of work. Initially, the proposal was to 

use a Renaissance Revival style and the plan and form alluded to the classicism of 

Europe. The King summoned John Clunis, a British architect whose base was in 

Singapore, to handle the job. The form that Clunis sketched was the neoclassical parti 

following the technique of the Ecole des Beaux-Art and capped with a dome.  

The final design, as it is seen today, was the consequence of an alteration as 

construction proceeded.  The roof was remade in the traditional Thai style following 

the suggestion of Somdej Chaophraya Borom Maha Srisuriyawong, the chancellor to 

the King, who with conservative common sense advised the King on the 

appropriateness of style to be used for a ceremonial building within the palace 

compound. He further emphasized that Siam had a self-identity and that most 

significant buildings of the country must hierarchically conform to the canonical norm 
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dating back to the Ayutthaya era. No one should breach this sacred convention.
74

 As a 

result, the first roof was replaced by one in the traditional style.  

 

Figure 28 Anandasamakhom Throne Hall 

Source: Somchart Chungsiriarak, Sathapattayakam Baeb Tawantok Nai Siam During 

King Rama IV - Por Sor 2480 [Western Style Architecture in Siam during 

Rama IV to B.E. 2480] [in Thai] (Bangkok: Amarin Printing, 2010), 127.  
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Figure 29 Chakri Maha Prasat Throne Hall 

Source: https://www.royalgrandpalace.th/th/discover/architecture, accessed April 20, 

2020. 

The style became Thai neoclassical, a hybrid design. This reaction by 

Somdej Chaophraya Borom Maha Srisuriyawong was a benchmark in the self-identity 

discourse about Siamese architecture; whatôs more, it provided a fine example of a 

dramatic hybrid architecture. 

The reign of King Rama V was followed by the decline of Thai traditional 

architecture, and new styles appeared, as mentioned earlier, as well as problems of 

labor scarcity. Prince Naris, who was regarded as the royal master architect of the 

reign, experimented with another mode of hybrid architecture. He mixed Thai 

traditional style with a Khmer vocabulary to form a new prototype for the National 

Library (The Old Library). He employed a different design method compared with 

other contemporaries of his. Firstly, he generated a new formal composition technique 

derived from Western aesthetics, a classical language. He borrowed the art of 

composition and proportion, a basic method that belonged to the West, and synergized 

them with traditional architectural elements and made them unique for different 

places and times. In this way he re-created the language of architecture. Secondly, by 
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juxtaposing the old (traditional Thai) and the new (Khmer), regulated by classical 

(Western) proportions, he formed a new language of (new) Thai architecture.  This 

methodology helped him develop a new hybrid style that was uniquely his own. It is 

now considered a novelty in Thai architecture, not a bona fide traditional style.  

Prince Naris designed many buildings, but the one publicly recognized as his 

best was the Benchama Bopit Temple, built to the royal command. It has a Greek-

cross centralized archetype and is faced with a pristine aesthetic.  Although it did not 

comply with the canonical ancient rule, to all, it is a paragon of Thai architecture, at 

least of the Rama V period.   

 

 

 

Figure 30 Benchama Bopit Temple 

Source: http://www.trueplookpanya.com/blog/content/75945/-blo-tratha-tra-his-. 

accessed October 1, 2020. 

Prince Narisôs vast ingenuity included various fields of Thai arts. While he 

practiced the arts, he did not bind himself within a narrow scope domestically but 

instead opened up his eyes and mind to a more extensive world outside the boundaries 

of the country, crossing the traditions of Thailand with Western technology to adapt 
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whatever he found valid to the known arts that he practiced. Thereby he coined a new 

definition of the Thai architectural identity. 

é By adopting Western civilization, it meant the society selectively infused 

various fields of arts into their traditional practices. The arts included semi-

realistic genre, such as paintings and sculptures, all of which were imported to 

Thailand, plus other arts that could serve the elitists. These activities helped 

promote art literacy and art appreciation among the people. More artists and 

architects were imported. Furthermore, this shook the status quo of traditional 

art.
75

 

A discourse on identity and conservativism was beginning to be established 

as a reaction to the flux of modernization and Westernization in Siam, as seen in the 

case of Somdej Chaophraya Borom Maha Srisuriyawong. The conservative discourse 

was lively and lasted until the late twentieth century. The point here is that although 

the discourse of "foreign" can be positive in some circumstances, but when an 

architecture requires to be "courteous," for official use it was instead viewed as 

inappropriate and the authentic traditionalism is mandatory.  

The reign of Rama VI (King Vajiravudh) was another time when more 

people faced a greater impact of Westernization. A second group went to Europe and 

America and then returned to Thailand. They became the bureaucratic elites who 

would become leaders after the political transformation to democracy.  

Leading members steadily advanced up the social ladder by the end of the 

reign. All the other elements of society were far below them. In the later reign of King 

Rama VI, Siam went through a series of nationalistic campaigns. Despite continual 

political turmoil, the King replied to the challenge which were problems and one that 

was to maintain over in his reign, as the state ideology, played for public relations and 
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propaganda to preserve the national status quo through the nationalism campaign. By 

that he needed to make use arts as part of his ideology. He had literary gifts and habits 

and a fondness for the theater. To some extent, King Chulalongkorn had indulged 

similar talents, but only privately for his own and his familyôs enjoyment. King Rama 

VI, however, viewed art as a life-giving effort, an instrument that might help people 

gather together to share a vision of a better world and to bring that world into being. 

When he was the Crown Prince, he organized his courtiers and retainers into an 

established club, where they enjoyed art activities together, and he also published a 

magazine and valued theatrical productions and modern patterns of behavior. On 

becoming King, he continued his efforts with more resources and prestige from which 

to draw. 

Several construction projects were initiated as King Rama V completed 

King Rama VIôs reign, and of course, the significant works were in the European 

fashion. The King spent nine years in England as a student. Despite his claim that he 

preferred Thai-ness to Western-ness, he had absorbed many aspects of Western 

culture and had a modernized character that reflected a combination of both worlds. 

When he ordered builders to build some new European style palaces, such as the new 

villas in Sanam Chan Palace, Nakhon Pathom Province, he was pondering: 

When ñNew Siamò was heavily influenced by the idea that "one has to 

sacrifice anything for the sake of progress," did it mean that they had to jettison 

some old traditions and values to make ñprogress,ò or even reject everything 

for that purpose?
76

  

It was true that King Rama VI lived his life lavishly, following the trend for 

Westerners. Sanam Chan was a combination of Thai and Western styles, such as the 
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picturesque Charlie Mongkol Aat in the Victorian style and Mary Raja Banlang in a 

Swiss chateau style. There is a fantasy-land of exotic images in Sanam Chan. 

 

 

Figure 31 Charlie Monkol Aat Mansion, Sanam Chan Palace 

 Nakhon Pathom Province 

Source: https://2.bp.blogspot.com/-eY_S5-

tqVDA/UQ6Erf1bvxI/AAAAAAAAAFA/IzwttBNX_ZA/s1600/IMG_3814.J

PG, accessed March 1, 2020.  

 

Figure 32 Vachari Romaya Throne Hall, Sanam Chan Palace  

Nakhon Pathom Province 

Source: https://www.thai-tour.com/place/328, accessed February 10, 2020. 

King Rama VI had many ideas about art and thought often about them. 

Although he sometimes favored Western style, he had firm convictions about 
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promoting local and authentic Thai arts. He did this in his campaign for serious Thai 

traditional style for Sanam Chan. He also had structures built in the classical Thai 

style, such as Vachar Romaya Throne Hall and Ruean Thap Khwan (1911) in Ruen 

Thai (Thai traditional house) style. They exemplify the sense of imagery and 

romanticism of the King.  

King Rama VI also promoted Thai arts and crafts through a campaign that 

relied on the English arts and crafts movement (which flourished in Europe and 

America from 1880 to 1920, led by William Morris). The king wrote: ñArt and craft 

in Siam had paralyzed for several years é what arts are in need is the appreciation 

and support from the people, but unfortunately both of which are scarce.ò
77

  

He employed the Thai arts and crafts campaign as part of his nationalistic 

scheme throughout his reign. Moreover, in 1912 he founded the Department of Fine 

Arts, a bureaucratic agency that oversaw art activities and promoted the art of Siam. 

In 1923, he founded the Pohchang Academy of Arts (Pohchang means ñplanting 

artisansò), a new academy of art, to educate young artists. He also planned to hold a 

National Art Exposition annually, starting in 1923, but it never happened because the 

King passed away in 1925.  

The colonialism that was so prominent in Southeast Asia before the Rama 

VI period declined around the 1920s. The King began to focus on the idea of identity 

when the First World War broke out during his reign. A critical crisis that had stirred 

Siamôs nationalism was its entry into the war on the side of the Allied Powers. Even 

though Siam's territory did not have a direct impact on the war, the King believed that 

its participation in the war effort built up a feeling of nationalism, and questions of 

identity then inevitably followed.  

Besides the Pohchang, two other institutions were constructed during the 

reign of Rama VI, the Mahadlek Luang (Chamberlain) School and Chulalongkorn 
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University. The architect Phraya Chinda Rangsan (Plub) obtained a commission for 

both projects. Traditional classical style was intertwined with rational planning, which 

was a very modern approach. The overall appearance reflects a system of classical 

Beaux-Arts architecture in which its parti serves as the integral functional part of the 

design, but the façade follows the rule of classicism, in this case, yet is enveloped 

within Thai classical jackets. The roof conforms to the grammar of song kreung 

lamyong, the sacred motifs. These examples suggest that the new sensibility of the 

binary ñnew and oldò was similar to the Chakri Maha Prasat Throne Hall, which has 

neoclassical (new foreign) and Thai traditional roofs (old local).  

During the reigns of Rama VII (King Prajadhipok) and Rama VIII (King 

Ananda) there were further and radical transformations of the traditional form into the 

modern form; they took place after the Siamese Revolution in 1932. Looking back at 

trends of architecture in Europe in the 1930s, the genealogy of architectural styles was 

varied and depended upon the schools in which the subject was taught and the 

traditions with which it was anchored. However, the outlook of the architecture of the 

time could be defined (not covering all individual groups or persons) as modern 

architecture. It was characterized by rational planning according to function, 

reduction, abstract form, and simplicity, while employing modern technology in both 

construction methods and materials. The construction tended to adopt ferroconcrete 

frames, which allowed wider spans and free-wall planning which allows openings on 

the walls to be maximized to whatever limit.  

The transformation in the form of architecture in Siam in the 1930s involved 

the adoption of modern architecture, which, as earlier mentioned, was functional, 

simple, used modern technology, and used concrete with an emphasis on volume and 

space and an absence of ornamentation.  The roof forms were mostly flat without an 

overhanging eave like the traditional style of Siam. The cluster buildings that flanked 

the Rachadamnoen Avenue exemplified this new practice. This comment was 
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interpreted by several historians
78

 as a revisionist ethos, which used architecture as a 

symbolic tool to convey new political meaning.  

 

 

Figure 33 Buildings at the Rachadamnoen Avenue 

Source: https://storylog.co/story/5b0186b2d01ab1af494a18d1, accessed January 5, 

2020. 

From 1925 to 1934, during the global Great Depression that struck Europe 

and America, Siam was also affected significantly, and the result was a series of 

changes. The Siamese Revolution in 1932 was the event that turned the ancient 

absolute monarchy of Siam into a democratic kingdom, or constitutional monarchy. 

The spirit of art and architecture evolved following the mainstream of state politics, 

which encouraged freedom in building. The social and class structure of the country 

was transformed substantially. The old cultured class faced a new challenge from the 

new bourgeois and moneyed classes. The new classes had new roles in social 

activities, including the arts. With freedom and economic affluence, it was the first 

time that a formal architect profession was established in the society of the Kingdom 

of Siam; this was the result of the establishment of tertiary education similarly to that 
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of Europe and America with the support of the government. The state certified the 

profession of architect and established a course of study leading to a degree in 1939 

which was equivalent to other disciplines; an educated artist produced art. The 

Bachelor of Architecture degree was a standard for entering the architect profession. 

In the past, society had denigrated building makers as mere artisans or builders.
79

  

During the reign of King Rama VI and afterward, many artists and artisans 

(and later, architects) were predisposed towards a new trend of intertwining new or 

modern styles with old fashions. Phra Phrom Phichit, a royal artisan and also a pupil 

of Prince Naris, exemplified this practice. His work includes the main conference hall 

of Chulalongkorn University and the Wat Phra Sri Mahathat Bangkhen. Architect 

Luang Wisal Silapakam designed the clock tower of the Vajiravudh Wittayalai School 

and Mannaruemit Hall of the Dhebsirin School. Both architects were pioneers in 

casting concrete in Thai traditional forms.  

 

 

Figure 34 Clock tower of Vajiravudh Wittayalai School.  
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                Concrete became an important material used for molding roof elements to 

emulate what was once made of timber or plaster. 

Source: https://www.vajiravudh.ac.th/VC_Annals/vc_annal119.htm, Accessed 

January 1, 2020. 

Not long before the advent of the Siamese Revolution, King Rama VII 

commanded that the Celebration of the 150
th
 Anniversary of the Rattanakosin be 

organized. Preparations included many preservation projects, national heritage 

buildings, and artifacts. So much had to deal with painting besides architecture. What 

was so evident around that time was the new painting tradition supported by the 

Department of Fine Arts; artists were open to new techniques, which involved realism 

in oil painting. Artists included Phra Soraraksalikhit, who painted portraits of the 

royal family, and Oswald Bireley, a British artist who painted several realistic 

portraits.  

Realism seemed to echo the sentiment of the time; people had to face 

economic depression and it was not a time in which one could dwell on the old 

romanticism. Daydreams and imagination had to be avoided and rice-and-fish (bread-

and-butter) had to be the priority. Construction, even for the old cultured class, 

pointed towards something relatively economized, streamlined, and functional-

rational. Instead of fantasizing about building for spiritual purposes, such as temples 

in every reign, they rather invested in the Phra Phuttha Yodfa Memorial Bridge, the 

new and second bridge arching over the Chao Phraya River (after the Rama VI 

bridge) but with a statue of King Phra Phuttha Yodfa (Rama I) seated at its gate on the 

downtown Bangkok bank. Another pivotal project was the Sala Chalermkrung 

Cinema, which addressed the new social-entertainment activities of the time.  
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Figure 35 Phra Phuttha Yodfa Memorial Bridge 

Source: https://www.matichon.co.th/wp-

content/uploads/2016/04/news_bkk150years_p07.jpg, accessed April 6, 2020; 

http://sihawatchara.blogspot.com/2015/01/blog-post_18.html, accessed 

February 18, 2020. 


