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 The city of Ayutthaya was the seat of the 
kings of Siam from 1351 till 1767

 The Ayutthaya period in Thai history is seen 
as having been a “classical age”, a model for 
later Thai civilisation as “reconstructed” by 
the Bangkok kings



Wat Phananchoeng, Ayutthaya



 In older historiography Ayutthaya’s rise was 
usually linked with its early kings’ warlike 
expansion: north towards the Sukhothai
kingdom, and east towards Angkor 

 Advantageous situation in the midst of a 
fertile rice-growing area watered by three 
rivers and other waterways  

 The abundance of arable land in the central 
plains led to the formation of a state which 
was able to sustain a relatively large 
population.  



 Ayutthaya also flourished thanks to its 
commercial prosperity as a trading centre

 Ayutthaya was not situated by the sea but it 
was easily accessible by boat or smaller sized 
sailing vessels which could make their way up 
the Chao Phraya River past the Bar of Siam 
and dock as near the city walls as the port 
area near Phet Fort

 Adjunct or related ports such as Mergui
(Tenasserim)



Phet Fort, Ayutthaya 



Detail from a Dutch 
18th century map



 Siamese kings realized that there could be 
great benefits from improving the waterways 
linking Ayutthaya with the sea, and ordered 
the digging of canals which, by cutting 
through meanders in the river, shortened 
distances from the mouth of the Chao Phraya 
to Ayutthaya 



 The port of Ayutthaya depended on its rich 
hinterland for the supplies of forest produce 
and minerals which formed the bulk of its 
exports

 Almost none of its local export goods were 
manufactured, but came from inland areas, 
other ports and geographical regions; a 
notable exception was pottery



 “Forest produce”: aromatic wood such as 
eaglewood, the dye wood sappan, deerskins, 
elephants and ivory all found space on ships 
sailing both east and west of Siam  

 From Laos came both gold and benzoin, 
which regularly found their way down to 
Ayutthaya 

 Gulf of Siam supplied rayskins, while tin was 
the most important of the minerals traded in 
Siam



Siamese rayskins (Valentijn, 1720s)



 Ayutthaya’s political, commercial and cultural 
life was dominated by the royal court  

 As in many other lands, the trade of kings in 
Siam was traditionally seen as war and 
politics rather than the quest for commerce

 Yet several foreign visitors to Siam remarked 
on the status of the king as the most 
prominent trader in the realm - his 
warehouses sold goods both to foreign 
traders and his own subjects 



 Crown ships reached ports as far west as 
Mocha and as far east as Nagasaki  

 Whenever a foreign trader wished to buy 
certain goods he had to contact the king’s 
factors, and when he wanted to depart he had 
to ask for royal permission



 A large part of the kings’ annual revenue 
came from foreign trade, both through duties 
collected and through the sale of goods both 
at home and abroad; silver was also needed 
for currency and was imported   

 The Siamese court elite also took part in this 
trade, such as the phrakhlang and other 
senior ministers



From La Loubère (1693 ed.)



 The success of royal trade depended on two 
key factors: selective monopolies on goods, 
and the use of foreign traders, nakodas, 
navigators and seamen  

 Goods monopolized by the Siamese crown 
included sappan wood, eaglewood, ivory and 
elephants, goods which could be sold to 
foreigners in Ayutthaya or be sent on a crown 
ship travelling to a distant port

 Example: the textiles-for-elephants trade 
with Coromandel and Bengal



From John Guy. Woven Cargoes
(1998)
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 The administration of foreign affairs and 
trade was conducted by the ministry of the 
treasury or phrakhlang

 The phrakhlang was the state’s apparatus in 
dealing with the outside world, being 
responsible not only for foreign commerce 
but also diplomacy and the conduct of crown 
trade 

 Port department also under phrakhlang



Siamese 
ambassadors to 
France, 1686-
1687 (BNF, Paris)



 The port department of Ayutthaya was 
divided primarily into two major parts: krom
tha sai and krom tha khwa, port department 
of the left and the right respectively  

 The port department of the left (i.e. east, or 
heading left when leaving the Chao Phraya) 
was controlled by the Chinese, while the port 
department of the right (west) was headed by 
Muslims (“Moors”) 



 Ayutthaya regularly sent tribute missions to 
China, in expectation of trade and luxuries in 
return  

 Triangular relationship between the Ryukyu 
kingdom, China and Siam, whereby Chinese 
and Japanese goods reached Siam and forest 
produce from Siam could be transported to 
East Asian ports

 Commercial/political rivalry with Melaka: 
Ayutthaya sought to exert suzerainty over 
Melaka, though there was interdependence 
too, since Melaka wanted regular supplies of 
Siamese rice  



 Many Malay sultans in the Peninsula sent 
bunga mas as tribute to the court of 
Ayutthaya, in expectation of trade, provisions 
or political support; Siam’s rice was in 
demand in the Malay sultanates, while 
Ayutthaya welcomed the tributes of pepper 
and rattan  

 Java (Mataram) and Ayutthaya; the Siamese 
court bought Javanese horses, sending 
experts and buyers directly to Java – most of 
these animals were brought to Ayutthaya on 
VOC ships



From Henry Ginsburg. Thai 
Manuscript Painting (1989)



 Ayutthaya as an international port rose to its 
zenith in the seventeenth century, during an 
“age of commerce” when Southeast Asian 
products such as spices and pepper were 
much in demand worldwide 

 The early sixteenth century, at least 
according to Tome Pires, had been one of 
flourishing international trade in Southeast 
Asia, including Siam, but a series of wars with 
Burma (Myanmar) had caused a hiatus in 
Ayutthaya’s evolution as an international 
emporium



 Tribute was still paid to China, direct trade 
with Japan began to flourish and shipping to 
ports in the Indian Ocean region revived  

 Then came the arrival of more European 
nations (the Portuguese had arrived much 
earlier, c.1511), most notable among these 
(in terms of their impact on Ayutthaya’s 
history) were the Dutch and French

 The Dutch, through the VOC, primarily 
engaged in trade; the French also had 
religious and political ambitions  



Left: “Dodchi”, Wat Phra Chetuphon, Bangkok
Right: Chaumont and King Narai (BNF, Paris)



 Ayutthaya’s multi-ethnic character: religious 
and cultural diversity did not just manifest 
itself in the urban fabric of the city, but also 
in the flows of goods and people influencing 
art, architecture, culture and material life in 
Siam

 The foreigners who came to Ayutthaya were 
for the most part settled in separate 
communities outside the main walled (island) 
city

 Some Chinese and “Moors” lived inside the 
city walls and engaged in retail trade as well 
as other occupations



From La Loubère (1693 ed.)



 These foreign communities played a very 
important part in the activities of the port 

 The Greek adventurer Constantine Phaulkon
rose to be King Narai’s favourite and a 
minister  

 Phaulkon’s ascendancy was largely owing to 
his ability to find a profitable niche in the 
court’s trading apparatus

 In 1688 an anti-French, anti-Catholic faction 
at court staged a palace revolution, held the 
king a virtual prisoner in his Lopburi
residence, and had Phaulkon executed 



Constantine Phaulkon



J-N. Bellin (1750)



 Persians held the top posts in the king of 
Siam’s trading apparatus and much political 
influence in his royal court during 1660s and 
1670s (e.g. Aqa Muhammad) 

 Some held governorships such as in Mergui
or Phetchaburi, while a Turk was governor of 
Bangkok in 1685

 Persian influences may also be discerned in 
Siamese court dress (the conical hat), 
architecture (Islamic, probably Deccani-
inspired arches) and literature of the early 
Bangkok period  



 A Chinese period from the early years of the 
18th century up till around 1733, as rice 
export to China boomed and Chinese private 
trade thrived 

 Chinese tax farmers began to emerge in 
Siam, at least in the case of Ligor, where a 
Chinese was in charge of tribute tin collection 

 The “Chinese Phrakhlang” of King Thaisa
(r.1709-1733) and Chinese dominance at 
court



 The “fall” of Ayutthaya as a maritime hub has 
been traced to the end of Anthony Reid’s “age 
of commerce”, around the 1680s  

 Ayutthaya’s role as an emporium was 
supposed to have declined as Dutch maritime 
power increased still further in Southeast 
Asia, affecting or even ending the roles of 
some Southeast Asian port polities

 The kings of Siam post-1688 have been 
viewed as conservative in their attitude 
towards foreign trade, xenophobic even  



 A falling-off of Ayutthaya’s trade with India 
(Coromandel ports affected by the invasions 
of Aurangzeb) and with the Europeans (Dutch 
the only Europeans still trading with Siam 
through an East India company)

 The reopening of China’s seaports following 
the Qing revocation of the maritime ban in 
1684 led to the flourishing of private trade in 
the South China Sea and Southeast Asia  

 This increased trade, coupled with more 
migration of Chinese into Siam, led to an era 
in court politics when the Chinese or Sino-
Siamese officials were in the ascendancy



Wat Maheyong, Ayutthaya



 The major reason for the continuation of 
Ayutthaya’s role as part of the “maritime silk 
route” was a structural one  

 The continued prosperity of the state 
depended on revenues from trade, so the 
Ayutthayan kings continued their commercial 
activities  

 The administrative apparatus built up over 
the years, principally the phrakhlang ministry, 
did not cease operations after 1688: on the 
contrary, it grew in responsibility,its ministers 
imbued with greater executive powers



 To many historians of Thailand, the influence 
of foreign contacts with Ayutthaya on the 
Siamese world view was negligible  

 The Siamese elite continued to see the 
universe as a Hindu-Buddhist cosmos 
dominated by Mount Meru, while the greatest 
spiritual good to be gained was, for the 
Buddhist majority, the state of nirvana



 Yet the legacy of all these “outside” or 
“foreign” elements in Siamese politics, society 
and culture should not be underestimated  

 New technologies were introduced, notably 
modern western weaponry and military 
techniques; foreign words entered the Thai 
language, while the material life of the 
Siamese elite changed in terms of dress and 
cuisine  

 The people of Ayutthaya knew of many more 
nations and cultures in 1767 than they had 
been familiar with in 1351



Golconda Fort 
(photo: Chuenchit
Chainarong)



Royal warehouses, Lopburi (photo: Chuenchit
Chainarong)



 1767: Ayutthaya fell to Burmese forces  

 The Siamese polity fragmented, agriculture 
stagnated owing to the forced migration of 
tens of thousands of people, and trade was 
inevitably disrupted, as was agriculture  

 The half-Chinese general Taksin, in 1767 the 
governor of a minor northern province, chose 
to consolidate his power at Thonburi because 
of its proximity to the Gulf of Siam and the 
port towns of the Siamese “eastern seaboard”



 When the capital was moved by Rama I from 
Thonburi to Bangkok on the eastern side of 
the Chao Phraya, and as peace began to 
return to the region, pre-modern Sino-
Siamese trade bloomed for the last time and, 
from the 1820s onwards, western powers 
began to return to trade in Siam, seeking not 
only “free trade” but also an end to the royal 
monopoly system  

 It was an era roughly contemporaneous with 
the rise of Saigon and Singapore 



 Since 1991 Ayutthaya’s “ancient city” and its 
hundreds of monuments have been inscribed 
as a UNESCO World Cultural Heritage site

 On account of Ayutthaya’s continued 
existence as an urban community and 
provincial capital after its destruction in 
1767, it has been difficult to look after the 
various old monasteries and ruins properly, 
or to use space in this “historical park” 
appropriately 



 Ayutthaya’s status as a port became the focus 
of academic research and attention from the 
late 1980s onwards, during a time of 
increased Japanese investment in central 
Thailand and Thailand’s aspirations to 
become the next Asian economic “tiger” 

 Early 1990s – Japanese-funded Ayutthaya 
Historical Study Centre 

 The maritime heritage of Ayutthaya may also 
be seen in sites such as the Japanese 
settlement, the Baan Hollanda information 
centre, or the excavated ruins of the 
Portuguese Dominican church



Baan Hollanda information centre, Ayutthaya



Former foreign settlements in 
Ayutthaya
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