Thailand And The T’ais: Kingdom Of Sukhot’ai (or Sukhodaya)

· Distinction between land and people

· The land – the geographical space called Thailand today was once split into smaller kingdoms, e.g., Haripunjaya (today’s Lampang) -- ruled by the Mons until 1290 or so, conquered by Mangrai, T’ai chief of Chieng Rai; and Dvaravati (also Mon) – maintained independence up to reign of Suryavarman I (1011-50), before falling under Khmer rule. In the second half of 14th century, there were 4 Thai states in the area (which includes part of Laos today): Sukhot’ai, Lan-na to its north, Lan Chan to the north-east, and Ayudhaya, a new kingdom which arose in the middle of the century.

· The people -- Shans, Laotians and Siamese are all descended from a parent racial group, similar to the Chinese and is thought to have made its first historical appearance in the 6th century BC. Chinese records make frequent references to them as ‘barbarians’ south of the Yangtze kiang. To escape Chinese subjection early in the Christian era, many of them migrated to the region now known as Northern Shan states. But they never stopped moving south. Eventually, small groups of T’ais settled among the Khmers, Mons and the Burmese. They crossed into the Menam valley and as early as 1096, a small independent T’ai state of P’ayao came into existence.

· Early 12th century their muongs in the upper Menam valley began to form tiny states under chieftains called chaos and sawbwas.

· In 1238, two T’ai chiefs attacked and defeated the Khmer commander at Sukhot’ai, then the capital of the NWn part of the Angkor empire, and established a center of a T’ai kingdom, which was to become a mighty empire state under Rama Khamheng in the latter half of the century. (Prof Trevor Ling gave date of attack as 1260.)


In 1287, Mangrai, Rama Khamheng and Ngam Muong (chief of P’ayao) met and concluded a pact of friendship. That year was significant – their neighbours were severely distracted with security threats and could not spare them a glance. Mongols had just conquered Pagan while Khmer power was on the decline. The T’ais had a chance to live in peace and consolidate.

RamaKhamheng, ‘Rama the Brave’ (1275 – 1317?)


Third king of Sukhot’ai, succeeded his brother, Ban Muang. Son of Sukhot’ai founder, Sri Indraditya. A successful warrior – expanded his kingdom down the Menam valley into the Malay Peninsula and in the process, conquered much of Mon territories (see pp 173-174 of DGE Halls for details).


Renowned statesman, under whom the T’ais absorbed the best elements of the civilizations they came into contact with. The Sukhot’ai of his reign was called ‘cradle of Siamese civilization’. Possessed a social organization of a feudal type. Through long contact with China, they had a relatively advanced civilization – remarkable assimilators. Note: geographical situation laid on dividing-line between the spheres of influence of the Khmers on the one hand and the Mon-Burmese on the other.


Majority of Rama Khamheng’s subjects were likely to have been Mons and Khmers. From them he adopted a script, which he used for reducing T’ai language to writing in 1283. One aim was to establish an official language that could be used by his M-K subjects. From Cambodia, he assimilated political organization, material civilization, writing and a considerable number of words. Sukhot’ai artists learnt from Khmer counterparts. From the Mons and Burmese, they received their juristic traditions, of Indian origin and Sinhalese Buddhism and artistic traditions.

Rama Khamheng and Buddhism


Rama Khamheng’s great inscription paints a picture of a prosperous state governed with justice and magnanimity, and with Sihalese Buddhism as official religion. The king, with all his Court, practiced Buddhism with “devotion”.


Early in his reign, Sukhot’ai came into contact with a strong center of Pali Buddhism in the Kingdom of Tambralinga (capital of which was Ligor, today known as Nakhon Sithammarat). Rama Khamheng was visiting Ligor when he met a very learned and highly esteemed bhikkhu. Invited the latter to Sukhot’ai. 

· Reference to this is made in an inscription which records how he installed this ‘venerable preceptor’ in a monastery near the city. It reads, “To the west of this city of Sukhodaya there is a monastery of forest monks. King Rama Khamheng founded and offered it to the venerable preceptor, learned in all the Tipitaka, in erudition excelling all other monks in the whole land. He hailed from Nakhon Sri Dharmaraj.”

By 1292, Rama Khamheng had succeeded in adding Tambralinga to his kingdom.


Devoted to Buddhism – persuaded his people to attend expositions of the Dhamma by monks on Buddhist holy days. Monks would sit on special throne-like seats set erected by King in a palm grove. The remains of many old wats at Sukhot’ai are evidence of the extent to which he promoted the faith.

Decline


Rama Khamheng ceased to reign shortly before 1318. Tradition asserts that he disappeared in the rapids of the river at Sawankhalok.


Under his son, Lo T’ai (1317?-1347?), power of Sukhot’ai declined almost as rapidly as it had arisen. He was devoted to Buddhism and was interested chiefly in works of Buddhist merit. Founded a number of Buddhapada (foot prints of the Buddha). Religious devotion earned him title of Dharmaraja.


His son, Lu T’ai was a renowned scholar and patron of Buddhism. Carried title of Maha Dhammaraja. Completely preoccupied with his faith. Devoted to organization of Sangha, distinguishing between Aranyavasi monks (forest-dwelling) and Gamavasis (town-dwellers). Eventually resigned his crown in 1361 to enter a monastery. In 1345, he composed a large treatise on Buddhist cosmology, the Traibhumikatha (account of the Three Worlds), which still exists under the name of Traiphum P’a Ruang. Built monasteries and roads (in order to make travel and communication easier for both monks and people). Making of Buddha statues was highly developed during later Sukhot’ai period.

