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3  History of Thailand in Brief 
 In order to understand the culture of a state, it is necessary to trace back different eras 
of the history of that state. The history of Thailand begins 5,000 years ago; the ancestors of 
today’s Thai people lived in southern China areas. Through various migration streams they 
worked their way south to Thailand, Burma and Laos. They entered the Southeast Asian 
peninsular, today’s Thailand at Chiang Saen, on the southern banks of Mekong River. It was 
the migrants from southern China who formed the first city states in the northern regions of 
present day Thailand.32 
 
3.1 The Origin of Thai People and Historical Development 
 According to Noppawan Sirivejkul33 the Thai historical development may be divided 
into 9 eras which can be briefly summarized as follows: 
 

Table 15: Division of Thai Historical Eras 
Era or Kingdom Century A.D. Important Development 

1. Funan Kingdom 1st – 6th  43 B.C.- 557 A.D. Mekong Basin Settlement  
2. Dvaravati Kingdom 6th – 11th  557 - 1057  Influence of Indian Culture 
3. Lawo (Lopburi) 10th – 12th  957 - 1157  Era of Disputes 
4. Haripunchai (Lamphun) 7th - 13th  657 - 1292  Religious Development Era 
5. Lanna Kingdom 13th – 16th  1296 - 1355 Kingdom Establishment Age
  1355 – 1525 Golden Age of Lanna 
  1525 - 1558 Lanna Age of Decline 
6. Sukhothai Kingdom 12th - 15th  1157 - 1438 Pottery, Celadon Age 
7. Ayutthaya Kingdom 14th – 18th  1350 - 1767 417 years of Prosperity 
8. Thonburi 18th  1767 - 1782 15 years of Reconstruction 
9. Rattanakosin (Bangkok) 18th - Present 1782 - 1851  Chakri Dynasty Era 
  1851 – 1932 Political Reform 
  1932 - Present Democratic Ruling  
Source: Noppawan Sirivejkul. Division of Historical Periods.  MAC Printing Co., Ltd., 2003. 
 
 The first kingdom in this area was formed as the result of trade between people of 
local communities and southern Chinese people during 1st and 6th centuries. The kingdom 
covered the settlement along lower and central Mekong River basins including Malaya 
peninsular which are nowadays Cambodia, southern part of Vietnam, northeastern region of 
Thailand, some part of central region of Thailand and southern region of Thailand. 
Archeologists found Funan ancient pottery, coins, statues and gold ornaments. The decline of 
Funan Kingdom came by late 6th century or about 557 A.D. 
 
 During 6th and 11th centuries, Mon people from western part of China migrated their 
                                                 
32 http://www.thaifocus.com/history.htm  
33 Noppawan Sirivejkul. Division of Historical Periods. ISBN: 974-261-844-5, MAC Printing Co., Ltd., 2003. 
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way south along Mekong and Salween Rivers and settled down in the lower part of Burma. 
Some of the Mon migrants settled down in the lower Chao Phraya basin. The Dvaravati  
Kingdom covered parts of the three regions of the present Kingdom of Thailand. In the central 
region it covered Nakhon Pathom, Suphanburi, Ratchaburi, Phrachinburi, Nakhon Sawan, 
Chainat and Petburi; in northeast region it covered Kalasin, Ubon Ratchathani, Nakhon 
Phanom and Nakhon Ratchasima; it also included Lamphun province of the northern region. 
Indian culture had great influence on Dvaravati culture. The city was surrounded by walls and 
moats with very good draining system; it implied irrigated state of development. There were 
few temples inside the walls, but outside the walls there were many temples. From ancient 
pottery and ornaments, it was found out that Dvaravati people preferred big ear-rings, 
necklaces and golden rings. Within the kingdom there were 6 markets; trade was practiced 
with metallic money mostly tin coins as medium of exchange. The decline of Dvaravati 
Kingdom came by the 6th century. 
 
 Lawo (Lopburi) may be considered as part of Dvaravati Kingdom; during 10th and 
12th centuries there were disputes among various cities and communities located on the 
central Chao Phaya basin. The important dispute was between Nakhon Chaisri and Dvaravati. 
Nakhon Chaisri joined with Mon Kingdom in the southern part of Burma, Dvaravati which 
was the center of Lawo (Lopburi) joined with Haripunchai in the northern part of Thailand as 
well as eastern part with Cambodia. The dispute caused political, economic and social 
changes; some communities were destroyed; some joined with the others and became bigger 
community. In the same era, some new kingdoms were established such as Ayutthaya, 
Suphanburi, Nakhon Si Thammarat, Haripunchai, Lanna, Sukhothai and 1157 marked the end 
of Lawo era. 
  

  Haripunchai (Lamphun) community was established since the 7th century. There 
were antiques, ancient remains and ancient literatures of Haripunchai Kingdom explaining 
that since the 8th century Haripunchai was the center of Buddhist development. Haripunchai 
entered the war with Lawo and finally the king from Lampang ascended the throne and he 
was defeated by King Mengrai of Yonok Kingdom in the 13th century which was the end of 
Haripunchai Kingdom. 

 
 After the decline of Dvaravati, Khmer, Haripunchai and Pokokku (a town in Burma) 
kingdoms in the 13th century, three new important kingdoms were established namely Lanna, 
Sukhothai and Ayutthaya. In 1296 A.D., King Mengrai captured Haripunchai and the whole 
upper Ping River basin areas; established Chiangmai as administrative center and 
Haripunchai as religious center of Lanna Kingdom. He extended his kingdom to the west into 
Burma; to the north into Xi Shuang Banna in Yunnan Province of southern China; to the south 
and captured Phrae, Nan and Tak provinces. Lanna Kingdom declined in 1558 A.D.; the total 
period of 262 years may be classified into 3 different eras as follows: 

(1) Kingdom Establishment Age (1296-1355): For the period of 59 years, five rulers 
of Mengrai Dynasty expanded the kingdom to cover Chiangrai, Chiang Saen, 
Lamphun, Lampang, Phayao, Chiang Tung (in Burma). 
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(2) Golden Age of Lanna (1355-1525): it was the prosperous period of 170 years, the 
kingdom was further expanded to cover Nan, many cities of Shan (in Burma) 
such as Sripor, Nai, Yong, Chiang Rung (in Xi Shuang Banna of Yunnan 
Province), including Luang Prabang (old capital of Laos). 

(3) Lanna Age of Decline (1525-1558): Lanna was ruled by a king without virtue and 
he brought trouble and suffering to his people. After the death of the weak king, 
the struggle for succession brought turmoil to the city. Lanna continued to decline 
until it became a vassal state of Burma in the year 1558. 

 
During 12th and 15th centuries, Sukhothai Kingdom was located along Ping, Yom and 

Nan rivers basins; it was a small and independent kingdom. In the history, Sukhothai Kingdom 
was captured and ruled by Ayutthaya twice. However, Buddhist religion was highly developed, 
Tripitaka (Buddhist teaching) was reviewed. Theravada Buddhism, from Sri Lanka was 
established. Thai language was formed and the distinctive Thai techniques in painting, 
sculpting and architecture made their first marks during this era. Pottery and celadon were 
produced for domestic use as well as export to China. Sukhothai Kingdom joined with Lanna 
Kingdom to fight against Ayutthaya Kingdom; but finally Sukhothai Kingdom was 
incorporated into part of Ayutthaya Kingdom in the 15th century. The ruins of Sukhothai 
remain in a well preserved state. 

 
Ayutthaya Kingdom was a powerful trading kingdom for 417 years (1350-1767). 

Being situated by Chao Phaya River, up river from present Bangkok, which was strategic 
military location as well as strategic location for domestic and international trade; Ayutthaya 
was the center for water communication network. For domestic trade, Ayutthaya was 
connected with cities from northern areas by Ping, Wang, Yom and Nan rivers; for 
international trade Ayutthaya was connected to the sea, ships from foreign countries could 
come to Ayutthaya via Chao Phaya River. After 90 years of Ayutthaya Kingdom establishment, 
it became a powerful and prosperous kingdom to the extent that it destroyed the political 
power of Cambodia Kingdom in 1431 and Sukhothai Kingdom in 1438. It was described by 
resident foreign diplomats as the largest and most advanced city in Asia at the time. At its 
zenith the Ayutthaya Kingdom spanned the length of Southeast Asia including Laos, 
Cambodia, parts of Burma and northern Malaysia.34 Portugal was the first country to trade 
with Ayutthaya Kingdom, followed by France, England, Holland, China and Japan. The main 
export products were elephant ivory, horn of rhinoceros, wood, honey and rubber. During 417 
years, Ayutthaya was ruled by 33 Kings; there had been a continuous war with Burma for 300 
years; Ayutthaya was defeated in 1569 and became a vassal state of Burma for 15 years. The 
end of Ayutthaya Kingdom was the result of the domestic conflicts which lead to the second 
defeat to Burma on 7 April 1767, after it was surrounded by Burmese armies for 14 months. 
Ayutthaya was completely burnt down and destroyed, especially the temples and the palace. 
Gold, precious metals, valuables were removed and the whole city was sacked and the people 
fled to set up new capital further south.     

                                                 
34 http://www.1stopthailand.com/history/  
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Table 9: Ayutthaya Destruction in 1767 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Source: Photos taken during the author’s field survey November 2007 - March 2008. 

 
After taking over Ayutthaya for only 9 months, the Burmese could not consolidate 

their hold and were expelled by force led by the self-proclaimed King Taksin on December 
1767. Ayutthaya was badly damaged and could not be restored. King Taksin decided to move 
capital city from Ayutthaya to Thonburi for several reasons, Thonburi location was suitable 
for domestic and foreign trade; the soil fertility was suitable for agriculture. Thonburi was a 
front line city which could easily control the flow of ships in and out of the country. Moreover, 
there were two forts on both sides of Chao Phaya River to protect the city from invasion by 
ships. In case of strong enemy attack, people could take refuge to other cities by ships. King 
Taksin expanded his kingdom to the north and the east. During the wars against Burma there 
were disputes among ministers. Finally, after 15 years, Thonburi became weak and Chakri 
dynasty ascended the throne on 6 April 1782; that marked the end of Thonburi era.  
 
 After ascending the throne, King Rama I moved the capital from the west bank to the 
east bank of Chao Phaya River. The new capital was completed in the year 1785 and came to 
be known internationally as “Bangkok”; and widely abbreviated by all Thais as “Krung Thep” 
which means “City of Angels”. This marks the starting point of Chakri dynasty which 
continues to this day. The Rattanakosin Era could be divided into 3 periods as follows: 

(1) Early Rattanakosin Era (1782-1851): The reigns of King Rama I to King Rama 
III, were considered as the period of building the nation, constructing the new 
capital city and securing stability. The emphasis was on cultural development to 
recover and regain the prosperous status of Ayutthaya era. 

(2) Rattanakosin Reform Era (1851-1932): During King Rama IV to King Rama VII, 
the country was more open to accept western civilization; there were many 
reforms especially in political, social, educational, cultural and economic fields. 
Slavery was abolished without bloodshed. Thailand is one of the only Asian 
countries never to have been colonized and this is proudly attributed to King 
Mongkut (Rama IV) and his son King Chulalongkorn (Rama V), who was 
credited with modernizing Thailand towards the end of the 19th century. 
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(3) Rattanakosin to Present Era (1932-Present): On 10 December 1932, King Rama 
VII approved the change of constitution from Absolute Monarchy to 
Constitutional Monarchy. This marks the starting point of democratic form of 
government in Thailand; the government focuses on economic development both 
agricultural and industrial sectors with special emphasis on international relations. 
The present King Rama IX of Chakri dynasty is much loved and respected by all 
Thai people for his contributions to the country.35 

 
 Figure 10: Rattanakosin Era under King Rama IX 

 
 
 
 
       
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
   Source: Bangkok Photo Gallery 
 

                                                 
35 Noppawan Sirivejkul. Division of Historical Periods. pp 46-104 


