
1 

 

(ii) ‘Shodh Yatri’ Programme 
Thailand 

Search for India’s contributions 
  

Ratchaanachak Thai (Kingdom of Thailand) is official name of the Thailand country. It 
is a fascinating country with a very rich civilization. The mosaic of ethnics, linguistics, 
cultures, and varied history are main aspects of the Thailand country. The Thailand 
culture took form out of a unique blend of Indian customs and indigenous elements 
involving cultural interaction with India.  This country is known as world’s leading 
exporter of rice. It is interesting to note that the earliest rice cultivation was found from 
Thailand.     

 
2. Archaeological Evidences of India’s contacts: India’s contact with Thailand could be 

dated from fourth century B.C.E. (around 2400 years old). The Indian cultural materials 
like ancient pottery such as the Rouletted-ware, knobbed vessels, glass beads, semi-
precious stones, ivory, etc. are found in the Thailand Coastal regions.  The ancient 
Indian merchants made sea-trade contacts with the Thailand merchants and commercial 
contacts were established in the ancient period. Many more such evidences are to be 
investigated.  

 
3. Pre-Buddhist Religion in Thailand:  Generally believed that India contributed its 

religions to Thailand from ancient period. During the pre-Buddhist period  worship of 
ancestors was in practice.  The Buddhism entered the Thailand in ancient period. 
However, it is interesting to know that the Buddhism appropriated the primitive belief 
of animism with ancestor worship in Thailand. The belief in phi (spirits) is pervasive in 
Thai society.  The inscription of Rama Kamhaeng (reign period 1275-1298 C.E.) dated 
1292 C.E. mentions about the link between prosperity of Sukhothai and respect for Phra 
Khaphung, phi thewada (the spirit-deity). The combination of phi, an indigenous 
concept along with thewada from Hindu-Buddhist cosmology means that the process of 
merger of different religious traditions had begun.  Sometimes the higher spirits were 
also called as Deva, Brahma etc.  Along with animistic practices, Buddhism also 
interacted with Hindu cultural patterns that had been introduced.  Consequently a single 
distinct tradition emerged in Thailand out of animistic beliefs, Hinduism and Buddhism. 

 

4. A clear picture of coming of Buddhism in Thailand emerges from the period of 
Mauryan King Asoka. The Buddhist Theras Sona and Uttara came to Suvarnabhumi 
with its capital at Nakon Pathom in Thailand to propagate Buddhism. A huge Stupa 
known as Pathom Chedi (Prathama Chaitya in Sanskrit) was built to commemorate the 
event.  The rapprochement between Indian traditions and Thai Buddhism could be 
broadly divided into two categories: one operating in the royalty and the other present 
in social system, customs, arts and others.   

 
5. Adaptation of Indian Royal Rituals in Ancient Thailand Culture:  

 
• The ancient King of Thailand followed the Buddhism in their daily life but they 

maintained to adopt the Dharmasastras, concept of kingship and brahmanical rituals 
in their royal court rituals.  

• The Thai royalty applied the concept of Hindu cosmology consisting of a centrally 
located Jambudvipa encircled by seven oceans and continents with certain 
modifications.   
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• Mount Meru was not represented by a mountain with a temple but by the palace of 
the King.  The palace became the centre of the empire and the king representing the 
celestial mountain performed the functions like Indra.  

• The ancient Indian Dharmashastras such as Manusmriti was adopted in Thailand.  
• The Kings of Dvaravati adopted only portion of Pali Dhammasatham dealing with 

administration and civil law.   
• The divine character of the king was stressed in rituals and he was the Lord of Life 

and Lord of Land.    
• The Thai rulers summoned brahmans to bolster their legitimacy and ever since the 

latter continued to play a meaningful role in Thai royalty.   
• Some of the Brahmans trace their origin from Varanasi and Ramesvaram. Nopamas, 

the Queen of Rama Kamhaeng was the daughter of a brahmin priest of the royal 
court and wrote Tao Sri Chulalak, a Thai text mentioning brahmanical rituals.   

• The ceremonies performed for royalty are rigidly brahmanical following the rituals 
enshrined in Hindu sastras.  

• Presently the Brahamanas in Thailand are known as Phrams and constitute a small 
community in Bangkok conducting court ceremonies.  

• Festival such as the Loy Krathong or (festival of lights) comprising Hindu and 
Buddhist traditions, offerings are made with lighted candles and burning joss stick 
down rivers and canals.  

• Sankranti and Holi Festivals in Thailand: The Thai traditional New Year festival 
known as Songkran (Sankranta in Sanskrit) refers to the event when Sun enters into 
Aries.  It is marked by throwing water on one another like the holi festival of India.  
The day begins with paying homage to departed souls.  Indra, the rain God is 
invoked and images of Buddhist and Hindu Gods are washed. The mythological 
origin of the festival revolves sound characters like Kabila, a four-faced ‘Brahmana 
God’, Dungsha Devi and Dharma Kumara.   

• Swing Ceremony: Traditional Swing Ceremony is locally known as Loh Chingcha 
and it is celebrated during the second lunar month to mark to the arrival of Siva on 
earth.  The ceremony begins with the procession from a temple to the place where 
swing has been erected.  The twelve swingers dressed as nagas are representatives of 
Phayan Naga (king of snakes) of underworld.  The brahmana intone prayers and 
swing begins to move after pulling.  In the Indian tradition, the festival is in honour 
of Krisna.  Some of the features of the festival may be Indian origin, but the Thais 
have sufficiently altered it to give a distinct character. Likewise in the autumn 
festival known as Bidhi Sarada (Vidhi Shraddha in Sanskrit), instead of offering 
food to the Brahmans for deceased ancestors as in India, the khau dibya (heavenly 
food) is offered to Buddhist monks.  In the Varuna Satra (rain festival), a Buddhist 
image is carried out for invoking rain and not that of Hindu God.  

 
6. Associations of Indian Cities with their places: From ancient period the Thailand 

associated with the Ramayana  and also named their cities as Ayodhya, etc. Some of the 
ancient place names of Thailand like Sukhothai, Ayudhya, Haripunjaya; Lopburi, 
Dvaravati and  Sajjanalaya had origin from Sanskrit. The influence of India is clearly 
marked on the names of the Thai Kings also: Indraditya, Rama, Ananda, Suryavamsa 
Mahadharmarajadhiraja, Cakrapat, Trailok and others.  There are also innumerable 
words in Thai language originating from Sanskrit: Akas (Akas), Maha (Maha), Sthani 
(Sthan), Racha (Raja), Sabadi (Svasti), Pratehet (Prades), Narai (Narayana), Isaun 
(Isvara), Samkha (Samgha), Jatura (Catura), Radu (Rtu), Tepa (Deva), Thatu (Dhatu), 
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Phram (Brahmana), Nakhon (Nagara), Sakhon (Sagara), Pinai (Vinaya) and others.  The 
Indian classical literature also has influenced Thai literature.  

 
7. Indian Epics: The stories from Indian works like Sakuntala, Madanabodha, Savitri etc 

became part of Thai literature. The Indian culture also was diffused in Thailand through 
the Ramayana.  
 

8. Thai Ramayana: The Ramayana in Thailand known as Ramakien and it became basis 
for Thai painting, dance and drama. The classical dance of Thailand takes many 
episodes from the Ramayana.  In the shadow plays known as nang, stories of Rama and 
Sita are enacted. The Thai characteristics are so prominent in dance, drama and shadow 
play that no one will visualize them for Indian performing art; only the origin of 
Ramakien remains Indian. The Ramakien differs in many ways from the Ramayana of 
Valmiki: Hanumana is a romantic person falling in love with ladies, Ravana’s daughter 
Vinayaki assumes the form of Sita, Dasaratha and Ravana are cousins. 
 

9. Influence of Indian Art on Thai Art:  The Thai art and architecture was influenced by 
various systems from India, Cambodia and Sri Lanka.  Nevertheless, it has developed 
its own distinctive style.   Some of the concepts were Indian, but in choice of pattern 
and other details indigenous touch is there.    

• One of the special features of Buddhist art in the Mon kingdom of Dvaravati is the 
representation of Buddha descending from heaven with Indra and Brahma.  

• A Visnu temple was in existence in Si Thep (Sri Deva) area in Menam basin. An 
inscription of Sri Suryavamsa Rama of 1361 C.E. speaks of installation of images of 
Siva, Visnu and Buddha.   

• The temple of Pra Pai Luang and Sisawai in Sukhotai, were built for brahmanical 
worship as evident from sculptures of Hindu Gods and Goddesses. 

• The temple Culamani at Pitsanulok has an image of Indra praying to Buddha.   
• The icons of Hanuman, Ganesa, Parvati, Indra, Brahma and others adorn temples in 

Thailand.  
• Ganesa images are installed in newly constructed buildings sometimes and the 

popularity of Brahma worship at Ervan in Bangkok is pointers towards rapprochement 
between Hindu and Buddhist traditions in Thailand.  

• The four long corridors of Emerald Buddha temple in Bangkok have a series of murals 
containing the episodes of the epic Ramayana.   

• On the bas-relief of Phimai temple, there are scenes depicting Rama’s war with Ravana 
(Tosakan in Thai).   

• The wall paintings depicting the characters of the Ramayana show Thai genius at his 
best with exquisite style. 

• The Thai society absorbed Indian elements into its cultural pattern after adapting those 
according to its own necessity. The co-existence of indigenous and non-indigenous 
elements in Thai religion has been hallmark throughout its history.  It has shown 
tremendous capacity to harmonize different traditions and yet retains its distinctive 
nature.  The indigenous creative genius produced a unique religious system out of 
rapprochement between Indian traditions and Thai Buddhism. 

 
10. The Legend King Rama Khamheng (ruled between 1277 and 1298): the medieval 

kingdom Sukhothai made significance contribution to the unity of the Thailand. The 
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kingdom was established in 1238 A.D. on the banks of river Mae Nam Yom. The 
powerful king  Rama Khamheng brought the prosperity to the Thailand who ruled 
between 1277 and 1298 A.D. His rule regarded as the golden era in the kingdom’s 
history and his rule was marked by general peace and prosperity for the people. General 
belief that he hung a bell in front his palace to hear public grievances after the ringing 
of the bell. The king is regarded as originator of the Thai script. He changed the Khmer 
alphabets and adapted it to the sounds of Thai words. His successor Rama Tibodi 
established kingdom of Ayodhya in 1350 A.D. The capital city was named Ayodhya 
after the capital of the Kingdom of Rama of Ramayana Epic in India. This kingdom 
dominated the Thai power and culture for four centuries.  

 
11. Patani Queens: Under the rulers of the Ayodhya dynasty, the Patani region enjoyed 

alternate phases of independence and subjugation. Patani was a prosperous kingdom 
because of international trade. The Queens of Patani were looking after the subjects 
well.  
 

12. The aim of the present Shodh Yatri team is to explore the ancient Indian traditions, 
culture and art in the Thailand history and traditions. The team will investigate about 
the influence of Indian Epic-Ramayana into the ancient Thailand Kings.  

 
~~~~~~ 

 


