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For Christine, Henry, and Jane

It was a long trip back

White lilies waved by walls

The sweat from blue grapes

Shone like glass.

A wind blown straight from the harbor

Brushed the long grass.

I suppose we thought of the harbor

And of how it looked with its blue water

And its sailboats moving.

But even though the wind smelt of the waves

And of the swamp grass nearer

Our thoughts were of the road . . .

 

—PAUL BOWLES, song from Six Chansons (1930–1932)
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We found a few small willows, about three inches in height, and clusters of a small white flower, name unknown.

 

—OLIVER L. FASSIG, reconnaissance diary for Greenland Islands (ca. 1905)
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NOTE ON TRANSCRIPTION

I have geared the transcription system to a general audience without advanced skills in Pali, Thai, or Sanskrit. Experts will disagree over the importance of phonetic accuracy versus international conformity. I have attempted to be simple and consistent. For Thai, I follow, with a few exceptions, the Royal Institute’s Romanization Guide for the Thai Script (Bangkok, April 1968), which also elides most diacritical marks for easy reading. This closely follows international library standards. Pali transcription is now relatively consistent internationally. This book includes the many hybrid Sanskrit-Thai and Pali-Thai words in Thai. I generally follow their Thai spelling without Pali and Sanskrit diacritics. I avoid the International Phonetic Alphabet and the Thai “graphic” system, so phonetically and phonemically it is not completely accurate but is clear and “unornamented” for the general reader. I follow the standard CPD (Helmer Smith, Critical Pali Dictionary, Epilogomena to Vol. I [Copenhagen, 1948]) used by the Pali Text Society. Certain Pali terms and Lao and Thai names like Buddha, Nakhon Pathom, dhamma, sangha, Chiang Mai, Luang Pho, nibbana, Mahathat, Vientiane, Pali, Chulalongkorn, and so on have become well-known without diacritical marks and even included in dictionaries in English and French. I follow standard English spellings for them throughout. The bibliography includes many Thai-language texts, and they are ordered alphabetically according to the first name of the author as has become standard in many Thai bibliographies. If the author is a monk or royal family member, their formal titles are shown in parentheses before the first name.


The gun as well as the gun-owner have the potential for various actions: a gun can act as a collector’s item, hunting gear, a murder weapon or a substitute for a hammer . . . [Still] a rifle will indeed resist being used as a toothbrush. However, artifacts routinely turn out to be capable of doing much more than what is intended by those who create them. The complexity of the real world setting in which the artifacts become situated can, perhaps, never be fully considered. The result: unintended consequences.

 

—FELIX STADLER

Introduction

In 1928 those Siamese lucky enough to own or live close to a radio heard, through intermittent static and crackly dialogue, a sinister tale of loss, vengeance, and murder. A female ghost terrified a small village in the still thickly forested suburbs of Bangkok. With her long fingernails she gutted any person who attempted to tell her husband that she was merely the specter of his wife. All the while her husband, Mak, a poor soldier and woodsman, lived unaware that his beautiful and caring wife was indeed a ghost whose throat was coated with the blood of his friends and neighbors. When he realized her true nature, he was torn between the love for his departed and the fear of her ghost. In the end, a Buddhist monk used Pali incantations to release the ghost, thus freeing Mak and his village of her misguided love.

This was the story “Mae Nak Phrakhanong” (Mother Nak of Phrakhanong District) broadcast from Bangkok. Radio was not new to Siam, but it certainly was not a widespread medium. This was the first time the story of Mae Nak had been performed over the airwaves. The story itself was an old and well-known one. It had been told and retold by Siamese of all classes for decades. There were many versions with different characters and name changes. Even without access to a radio, most Siamese children had heard this story. Indeed it had been a novelette, a play, a poem, and an opera. Soon it would become a popular comic book and graphic novel, as well as the most popular genre of ghost films (over twenty-two films so far) in Thailand leading up to the 1997 blockbuster hit Nang Nak, the 1999 live opera Mae Nak, the 2003 The Ghost of Mae Nak, the 2005 Ghost of Mae Nak, written and directed this time by a British national, Mark Duffield, the very popular 2008 digitally animated version, and the full stage musical that premiered in 2009.1

In June 2007, seventy-nine years after that radio play aired, I found myself at one of the repeated funerals for this lovelorn ghost. It was 7:45 on a moonless night at a small monastery along a dirty canal at the end of a small city street. The monastery, Wat Mahabut, was founded as a rural village temple in 1793, but during the past two hundred years, Bangkok has grown to over 12 million people, and the forested grounds of the monastery have become fixed firmly in a grid of allies, tenements, and sidewalks. The monastery still had several large canopy trees, loosely intersecting dirt paths, and swarms of mosquitoes. It seemed more distant than its address would suggest. The boat, two buses, elevated train, and long walk necessary to reach this part of the city also gave me the feeling that I had taken a long trip into the countryside.

I had never been to such a funeral before, especially for a ghost. I did not know what to expect. As a monk, thirteen years previously, I had performed several funerals, and living in Thailand one always attends several funerals a year, since they are more public and social than private family affairs. However, this was entirely different, or so I thought. The shrine to Mae Nak is a small open-air pavilion flanked by three large trees with two altars, one to Mak and one to Nak. Mae Nak’s is elevated above her husband’s and is surrounded by new dresses, boxes of cosmetics, amateur paintings of the ghost as a beautiful young woman, and candles, incense, and thousands of colorful scarves. The trees (takian trees, which are considered especially inauspicious when adjacent to cremation or burial sites) are bound with the scarves. In the folds are hundreds of handwritten letters entreating Mae Nak to protect soldiers, children, and the sick. On the altar is a rather garish golden statue of Mae Nak with a long, black-haired wig. The image holds two plastic baby dolls also layered in gold leaf and paint. Mae Nak only had one child supposedly. The second doll is simply a replacement for the first doll, which was getting worn from all the touching and caressing from the steady stream of devotees. In front of Mae Nak is another doll lying in a glass coffin. The managers of the shrine had not removed the worn doll. Indeed, rarely are things ever removed from shrines in Thailand; abundance is valued. Piles of stuff show how much a shrine is honored. In front of the statue a television was turned on to a cartoon program for the baby dolls. Under the television were hundreds of plastic trucks, airplanes, beads, guns, and other toys.

I had been to the shrine numerous times and had interviewed many people either attending the shrine or working at the astrologers’ tables and snack carts surrounding it. It is generally a bustling place visited by people from all over Thailand along with the occasional television crew. It is in an unattractive neighborhood on the way to nothing. It is not a mysterious place, though. It is just a shrine to ghosts. However, when I went to the recurring funeral, it was my first time visiting at night, and there was palpable spookiness about it. There were about seventeen people besides myself, a relatively even mix of women and men, with several small children sitting on folding chairs in front of the shrine. We were all offered bottles of Pepsi or Orange Fanta. The mood was light with chatting, cell phones ringing, and a couple of guys having a smoke. To the right of the statue of Mae Nak there was a temporary dais with four monks preparing to chant, holding ceremonial fans, joking with one another, relaxed, having some lukewarm tea.

The monks chanted very standard funeral chants drawn from the Abhidhamma chet kamphi. They took occasional breaks and resumed chanting. It was nearly identical to every funeral I had attended in Thailand. I found myself chanting along from rote memory. There was nothing strange about it. Kneeling, we presented gifts to the monks, smiled, and sat back on our haunches. Then we proceeded to pour water out of small metal vessels (some people just used plastic water bottles) into small bowls while chanting again. Since I had forgotten to bring a bottle, I held the wrist of the man next to me as he poured, to share the merit. This was all completely normal for a funeral. Then I was reminded that there was no corpse, the object of the funeral was a, perhaps fictional, bloodthirsty ghost. Why did I see this as a problem?

We stood up, walked to one of the large takian trees that had long been blackened by candles and softened by all the hands touching it (one person stated that it had been struck by lightning as well).2 We put our collective foreheads against it. As our heads touched the tree in unison we silently entreated Mae Nak for protection. There was some bumping and light laughter. Supposedly Mae Nak’s body is buried under the tree (or as the story goes, the tree was planted on top of her head—to hold her down). We offered gifts to both her elevated statue and her suppressed skeleton. The monks followed us and did the same. Then we went back to the statue of Mae Nak and her baby and offered them gold leaf, incense, and a little bit of cash. Then we all went home. It was late, everyone had buses to catch, and children had to be put to bed. We would all see one another again, depending on our schedules, next month. This recurrent funeral is performed once a month, at the same time, at the same shrine.

I had gone to the funeral of a ghost. While this was a ceremony unique to Mae Nak, the aesthetics, chanting, gestures, moods were not. They were common Thai Buddhist activities. The repertoire was known by everyone, even me. There was nothing particularly sinister, mysterious, or esoteric about the event. In fact, there was another funeral for a nonfictional newly dead corpse going on in another pavilion at the monastery (often Thai monasteries have several funerals simultaneously performed a night, and many have new, high-capacity gas incinerators for the subsequent cremations). On many other occasions I had offered Mae Nak gifts and bought lottery tickets at her shrine. I felt comfortable at the shrine. No one seemed surprised. No one I had ever talked to had found the fact that there was a shrine and recurring funerals for a ghost odd. Mae Nak has become a standard object of worship at a Buddhist monastery. She is part of the pantheon of famous monks, “Hindu” deities, and Buddhas. Certainly she has her own qualities. She is feared and respected as a devoted wife, fierce warrior, and a protective mother. But she is not a hidden part of Thai “esoteric” Buddhism. She is a celebrity and universally known by Thais young and old. Thai Buddhists are attached to her and she is attached to them. Practitioners are happy to keep her haunting, and she is apparently not in a rush to get to her next life.

Despite her extreme popularity, I had never paid much attention to Mae Nak or her associated rituals. Being a researcher of premodern Southeast Asian Buddhism, I spent the majority of my time translating palm-leaf manuscripts, looking at stone inscriptions and monastery murals, and interviewing forest monks. Like many historians of Buddhism, Pali and Sanskrit, and Southeast Asian literature, I had little time for the modern, the celluloid, and the entertaining. Real research was done in monastic archives and cloisters with scholarmonks. I had no interest in ghosts.

It was during a period of manuscript research in 2000–2001 that I found myself living in a neighborhood called Wang Lang (also referred to as Phran Nok or Sirirat by locals) in the middle of the Wang Lang bazaar in Bangkok on the Thonburi side of the Chao Phraya River. Although this is arguably the oldest neighborhood in metropolitan Bangkok, today it is not marked by ruins, stately homes, or cobblestones but by a network of tailors, photocopying shops, temporary eateries, pharmacies, and toy stands. Nurses from the nearby Sirirat Hospital bump into ethic Lao and Khmer tradespeople hunting for bargains during lunch hour. Mangy dogs hide in corners, toddlers play in the alleys. The food is fantastic. Patience is enforced by foot traffic. Tangles of illegally tapped electric wires hang over carts of candied matun fruit. Teenagers regularly damage their hearing in computer-game cafés. It is relatively inexpensive to rent an apartment in this neighborhood, and it is a short boat ride to many of the most important monasteries in the city. I moved there to be close to the libraries and classrooms of Mahachulalongkorn Monastic University (across the river). Little did I know at the time that the neighborhood, more than advisers in graduate school or trends in Buddhist studies, would come to dictate the course of my research and the contours of my questions.

Down the main Wang Lang alley from my apartment on the river was a midsized monastery whose name I recognized but in which I had not spent time. Now that I lived so close to it, I went most mornings to Wat Rakhang Ghositarama (The Monastery of the Bells in the Hermitage of the Renowned) to meditate, listen to chanting and sermons, buy snacks, release turtles, eels, and birds for merit, and feed the fish. My wife and I liked a restaurant next door to the monastery, and I would occasionally play soccer with some of the children in the courtyards and allies. Because its library didn’t have any manuscripts in which I was interested, and the monks in residence were not experts in the topic of my dissertation, I failed to ask any probing questions or even investigate the history of the monastery for several weeks. It wasn’t until I started asking my barber questions about the statues, photographs, amulets, and images of Somdet To (pronounced “doe”) in the neighborhood that I became enthralled with the history of the monastery and the significance of its most famous abbot, the most powerful magician and ghost tamer in Thai history. Interviewing laity, nuns, and monks, reading books, translating mystical diagrams, watching films, listening to incantations, collecting amulets, participating in rituals in the Wang Lang neighborhood and other places associated with this famous monk has dominated my professional life ever since.

This is also how I came to the study of Mae Nak. I hadn’t spent much of my time watching films or reading ghost stories (Thai or other). When it came to my work, I considered myself bookish and serious. Trained in Indic philology and history, I had little commerce with film studies, ethnography, and social theory in general. However, as my casual interest in Somdet To turned into a full-time obsession, I found myself hearing ghost stories and watching horror films. In the most well-known versions of the story of Mae Nak, Somdet To was the monk who “cured” her and stopped her from haunting her husband and killing the residents of Phrakhanong District.3 In order to understand Somdet To, I needed to know about Mae Nak, and vice versa.

As I spoke with monks, nuns, laity, amulet dealers, lay Buddhist practitioners, scholars, and even children, I discovered that my fascination with Mae Nak and Somdet To was neither obscure nor peripheral. Thai Buddhists of all classes and ages, even scholar-monks, were much more interested in speaking with me about them than about manuscripts, archaeology, or doctrine. It seemed that my side interest in ghosts and ghost tamers was the central concern of many Buddhists in the capital and in the countryside. Indeed, I discovered dozens of books, hundreds of stories, thousands of statues, tens of thousands of amulets related to Somdet To and Mae Nak. There were also the images, stories, rituals, and amulets related to the monks, magicians, and ghosts associated with Somdet To and Mae Nak. Thai Buddhism was there in front of me, but I had been looking right past it. Now it is painfully clear that any major study of Thai Buddhism is simply ludicrous if these two are not prominently featured. Ignoring them is ignoring what millions of Thai Buddhists know and value.

I found that without knowing why Somdet To was so popular and how he came to be a major figure in the amulet, magical, religious text, and image industries of Thailand I was unable to answer basic questions from my colleagues and eventually my students about Thai Buddhism. Why are some monasteries much busier than others? Why are some monks much more famous than others? Why did certain liturgies, rituals, texts, images, amulets persist and others disappear? What do Thai Buddhists wear around their necks? What images and photographs adorn their home altars? How much do these objects cost? What do most Thai Buddhists do? In order to make sense of the practices and images in Wat Rakhang, and in hundreds of Thai monasteries, I needed to ask better questions and write a different kind of book.

Despite the extreme popularity of this monk and this ghost, many prominent scholars have overlooked their central place in the study of Thai Buddhism. Whereas tantric and Taoist studies in India, Tibet, and China have taken magical practices as legitimate subjects in the study of religion, these protective and transformative practices have often been reduced in the study of Southeast Asian Buddhism to products of social anxieties, economic conditions, cultural artifacts, or political tools.4 Too often in Southeast Asian studies, magicians and practitioners are seen as new reactions to globalization and Westernization (synonymous in most studies) or as persistent pre-Buddhist leftovers that are being lost in the hustle and bustle of present-day Thai society.5 More generally, especially in Western-language books on socially engaged Buddhism and in introductory textbooks, Thai Buddhist practitioners are often depicted as “impacted” by globalization or “rampant” modernization. They are victims of political maneuverings or economic exploitation.6 So often, studies of magic and worship in Thai Buddhism have been studies of oppression and loss.7 These studies, while highly contextualized and well researched, often assume that ecclesiastical centralization and the promotion of monastic and pedagogical orthodoxy and orthopraxy have actually worked or have had a significant effect outside elite circles.8 As I have shown previously, the central Thai government’s sponsorship of ecclesiastical examinations, suppression of local religious practice, and training of Thammayut missionaries have had limited effect in standardizing Buddhist practice and learning over the past century.9 The new Buddhist education and administrative structure created by the elite has little commerce among the vast majority of monks and novices throughout Thailand today.

Regardless of whether we depict Thai Buddhists as beings victims of globalization, of state centralization, or rebels trying to defend their way of life against Westernization, I warn that this type of approach establishes a dichotomy of victim-victimizer. It sees modernity as narrowly defined. It suggests that Thai Buddhism was a static entity that existed in a pristine state before modernization (read: the West) assaulted it and views modern Thai Buddhists as tools of powerful nation builders. I instead see Thai Buddhists as dynamic arbiters and sponsors of ideology and innovation. Thai Buddhists have not been merely supine receivers of modernization who choose to profit from it or be overrun. They are not simply responding to global changes or the anxieties of modern life. There are many people in modern Thailand who neither chastise the deleterious effects of magic nor claim that their practice is original, genuine, or pure. Many are both supportive or resistant to the state’s role in religion depending on the circumstance. They negotiate with rather than blindly embrace the modern age. These people, like the worshippers of Mae Nak, dynamically respond and adjust according to the times rather than becoming one of the victimizers or victims of modernity. Many Buddhist scholars and practitioners in modern Thailand are socially engaged while being dedicated to the ascetic life.10 Many are both students of Pali and practitioners of magic; many study in the city and practice in the forest. Speaking of monks and nuns, many come from wealthy backgrounds but live in forest monasteries. Many continually revisit their practice not by searching for a pure Buddhism that exists somewhere in the golden past but by responding to the changing needs of the time. They are neither static practitioners nor conservative reactionaries. They are reading new books, visiting new monasteries, watching sermons on television, attending monastery festivals, changing their opinions, changing them back again. They are having fun, they are working through problems, and they have their eyes wide open.11

The constant interpretation and reinterpretation of Thai Buddhism locally is not easily divided into elite-popular, urban-rural, or monastic-lay dichotomies. Therefore, this book aims to take individual Buddhist agents seriously and listen to the cacophony of their voices. It also pays close attention to the relationship these agents have with their material culture. Although images, gestures, the sounds, the ritualized relationships, the incense are the common denominators for Thai Buddhists worldwide, they are seen often as secondary to the meaning of the actions, the belief system, the social and political agendas, the theologies, the worldviews, the underlying causes of the practices and objects in a ritual space. These universal aesthetic expressions are seen merely as peculiar aspects of local culture. There is an assumption that there must be something “really real” beneath the accoutrements. In I. A. Richards’s words, there must be a “tenor” behind the “vehicle.”12 Figural interpretation supersedes straightforward observation. Description is secondary to explanation. Astrology, protective magic, fortune-telling, ghost belief, “Hindu” deities, multiple Buddhas, amulets are ubiquitous at even most conservative Thammayut monasteries, but many scholars still dig and dig looking for their idea of Theravada buried under the weight of Thai culture. There are many reasons for this, perhaps more so than any other because up until recently Thai Buddhism was often depicted in opposition to something else more authentic, older, and more powerful—Theravada, Sinhala, or Mon Buddhism, or early Buddhism. Since Thai Buddhist practice is seemingly so different from its Indian origins, the why of a practice, the origin of a practice, the meaning of a practice, the Theravadaness of a practice are sought too quickly. The questions asked of “informants” are often too directed, probing, and irrelevant to the actual aesthetics of the room and the actions performed in it. It is not that there are not any aspects of Indic, early, Sinhala, or Theravada (often seen as synonymous) in Thai Buddhism. However, since Thai Buddhist practices are set against them, Thailand is seen as unique, corrupt, local, syncretistic, or cultish in positive or negative ways. Looking for the Theravada, the Buddhist, and the authentic often prevents scholars from seeing what is going on. Mae Nak and Somdet To, despite being extremely popular, are seen as strange because they do not fit in with early Buddhist ideals and impressions. Ghosts, various deities, magicians, astrologers, healers, amulet dealers, fortune-tellers are normative in Thai “Theravada” Buddhism, but they are depicted as marginal or as simply an “unfortunate” leftover of the past or unforeseen side effect of modernity by even the most progressive of scholars. This privileging of supposedly timeless elite state and scholarly knowledge(s) renders the particularities and material context of everyday Thai Buddhist knowledge(s) illegible. It also, as discussed in chapter 2, arbitrarily divides Thai Buddhism into esoteric and exoteric forms.13 To get away from these unhelpful, divisive categories, we need, in Paul Ricoeur’s terms, a “second naïveté”—to look at Thai Buddhism with fresh eyes.14

In 1968 an issue of the SEATO Record, a nonscholarly journal for mostly Australian and American development, military, and diplomatic advisers working in Southeast Asia during the Vietnam War, contained a three-page reflection called “Bangkok: Metropolis of Deities.” While it might be dismissed as Orientalist, superficial, imperialistic, and amateurish by Buddhist studies scholars and anthropologists, this article is actually one of the most refreshing and accurate descriptions of Bangkok Buddhism that I have read. Monasteries and monks are described aesthetically in clear prose. There is no mention of the word “Theravada” or “Hindu.” There is no mention of local culture. The often arbitrary dichotomies urban versus rural and modern versus traditional, folk versus orthodox, are left out. The article is set among others about French and Thai electricians working together in the city, canal management, fisheries, President Johnson’s relationship with the Thai dictator Thanom, and a medical laboratory’s new research on Japanese encephalitis. The unnamed author, a staff writer no doubt, wrote what he saw, what Buddhism meant or should mean did not get in the way. There were neither condescending, sighing reflections about what has been lost in Thai Buddhist modernity nor cynical mockery of Thai purveyors of magic and luck. The monasteries are described in their urban context. In fact, impressionistic travel pieces and Thai newspaper stories give the reader much more accurate and honest accounts of Thai Buddhism than many scholars trained in the Theravada and in Pali literature, who are overly influenced by a preconceived idea of what Theravada Buddhism should be.15

This book is not a travel piece or a diplomatic brief, though. Instead it is what some anthropologists would call a pragmatic sociological study of cultural repertoires. It is an ethnomethodological study in the tradition of Bruno Latour and Harold Garfinkel that is interested in the ways people make meaning, display this ever-changing understanding to others, and continually and mutually remake society and its explanations.16 Instead of looking at the epistemic characteristics of macrolevel Thai culture or religion, I am concerned with the “practical reasoning and reflexive accounts that people use on a daily basis and that make social life an ongoing practical accomplishment.”17 I try to temper any macrosociological speculative analysis with the explanations and actions of individual agents, while always emphasizing that agents are in situated relationships with the art, texts, memories, and objects. This permits a study that takes into account individuals’ capacity and authority to contradict themselves, switch codes (i.e., change justifications and meanings), hold and be comfortable with two or more contradictory thoughts, make decisions based on the economy of rumors and personal and collectively generated emotions, deliberately and assertively ignore facts and history, or simply act without reflection or meaning.18 I also take into account the situated knowledges that become apparent when we acknowledge the agency of material objects. I emphasize that objects and people coproduce knowledge. Therefore, instead of trying to find what is “Buddhist” about what a particular person holds, chants, and values, I look first to how they do something, how they say they do something, and the material and social contexts they do it in. This is a study of repertoires, not epistemologies and epistemes.

A repertoire includes the words, stock explanations, objects, and images that a social actor can “draw upon while engaged in meaning-making ‘on the ground’” in the context of interacting with others.19 People who write about, worship, admire, and petition Somdet To and Mae Nak (among others) utilize a shifting set of words and actions in a wider cultural repertoire. They are not controlled by the repertoire of icons and tropes. They do not simply blindly follow saints, ghosts, and deities. In my interviews and reading, I found that these practitioners and purveyors of religion often question history, wonder about the veracity of stories, question the value of protective magic, are skeptical about the value of sacred objects, embrace new technology, consciously trade in rumors, take on social causes, read newspapers, go to work, and lead relatively normal lives. Studying this type of vernacular way finding shows that Thai Buddhists (and scholars) are all at different and evolving levels of knowing and learning Buddhism.

As with many Irish and Mexican Catholics, and Chinese Taoists, among others, magic and ghosts are part of a Thai Buddhist’s normal life. Many of the practices of religiosity associated with Somdet To and Mae Nak are so pervasive and popular that they can only be called mainstream expressions (neither aspects nor features) of central Thai Buddhism. The practices are not confined to the poor and disenfranchised. Most practitioners are neither serving the state nor unwittingly being financially exploited. It is not a simple question of power (either oppressive or resistant). Homi Bhabha’s postcolonial theories of resistance and Foucault’s theories of oppression have limited use here.20 This book is therefore not a series of “case studies” or interesting oddities articulating social scientific theories of habitus, power, and resistance but a study of mainstream Thai Buddhism articulating the repertoire and reflections of Thai practitioners and scholars. Therefore, I look at what Pierre Nora calls realms of memory, sites like the shrines and monasteries connected to Somdet To and Mae Nak where communal, familial, and national memories are “elicited, reinforced, and produced.”21 But instead of looking at these sites as simply reinforcing elite political agendas or articulating ideologies of resistance, I show how they reflect “everyday practices of relatedness” as well as difference and discomfort.22

The idea of a repertoire, Ilana Silber states, “has the double advantage of connoting the ready enactment and concrete performance of practical and practicable options; and of allowing for a measure of individual meaning and agency in mobilizing and choosing a specific configuration of cultural resources, while also stressing the public, and publicly available nature of those resources.”23 Culture, as Ann Swidler argues, is a “tool kit” that does not define the “ends of action” but rather provides “the components or tools used to construct recurrent strategies of action.”24 These repertoires are never identical for each individual, and there is never one reason a person does something ritually or religiously. However, there are similar tools that each individual can draw upon when performing and explaining the reasons for their performance. Understanding how individuals utilize these repertoires tells us much about why certain monks, certain texts, certain deities, and certain historical moments are seen as more valuable than others in modern Thai society. While I refrain from defining national Thai repertoires, I identify wider trends in Thai Buddhism, moving slowly from a micro- to a macrocultural study.

We might assume that the followers of a nineteenth-century magician or believers in a vengeful ghost are members of an all-embracing, mind-numbing cult who would wake up from their practices if they were exposed to a good liberal arts education. However, this ignores the complexity and pervasiveness of the practices, material culture, and texts connected with Somdet To. His supporters are not simply exploited or seek to exploit others. They are not necessarily followers or devotees or the faithful. They are best likened to dedicated fans of a particular or a group of local deities, saints, teachers, or ghosts. Like fans, their loyalty can waver, they can switch to be fans of other saints (like sports fans switching favorite teams when they move to other cities or when it helps them socially to jump on the bandwagon of a new team or player). They can add new teachers or ghosts to be fans of without losing their admiration and dedication to their original saint or deity. Some fans can become maniacal and purchase every piece of paraphernalia, go to every shrine, study every historical text, read every sermon, purchase their own poster, image, or amulet to keep at home on a personal altar, participate in online fan forums (yes, they exist for famous monks), join fan clubs (yes again) for certain monks, and the like. Fans can be mildly interested or unwaveringly devout. This attitude can evolve over time. They often admit doubt and have a healthy skepticism. The institutional history of Buddhism in Southeast Asia that has been written has generally overlooked the way a monk’s, nun’s, or layperson’s personal teacher and personal ordination lineage trumps all other associations with monasteries, sects, provinces or regions, social classes, and language dialects. It is more revealing to know with which lineage of personal teachers within or across national sects like the Thammayut and Mahanikai or other lineages a monk, nun, or layperson self-identifies. Certain fans self-identify with certain lineages of teachers; however, loyalty to one lineage and one only is not common. In this way, being in a lineage (whether defined by ordination, ritual, text, or position on certain ethical issues) is more like being a fan. This great diversity in approach is possible because independent Buddhist agents work with a certain and evolving religious repertoire.

A study of repertoires has a distinct advantage of crossing boundaries of class, sect, and gender if centered on a particular place both diachronically and synchronically. It is, at its heart, a study of modern Thai Buddhist culture. Michael Carrithers has argued that culture can be seen not as a prescriptive formula but as a resource (or what I am calling a repertoire). Culture then is seen as “not only much more mutable than we had thought, but in fact much more a matter of persuasion of rhetoric, than of a determining software-like program. On this view it would be improper to say that culture works on people but proper to say that people use cultural tools to work on themselves and others.”25 Furthermore, he asserts that culture can only be understood as something that changes because of the “ceaseless action and reaction of people upon each other and so to match more closely our actual experience of the world.” It is this “sensitive web of interrelatedness” and our “ability to recount convincing stories for others as fundamental to our ability to deal with the complexities of social life and the emergencies of historicity.”26 We will see that the Somdet To and Mae Nak movements have become increasingly useful in modern Thailand as the society has confronted foreign invasion, economic depression, crime waves, Islamic insurgency, and military coups.

My approach to the study of culture (or cultural data) differs from Carrithers’s in some ways. I do not necessarily see the resources that make up culture being informed primarily by beliefs and ethical norms but also by what I call technologies. Scholars often privilege the beliefs of a particular religion when trying to understand the source of cultural expressions. Thai Buddhists are described as believing in impermanence, or in the importance of compassion. This is effectively vague enough to actually mean nothing. Anyone can believe in the value of compassion or selflessness. These values are not limited to Buddhists. If we are going to talk in useful ways about Thai culture, if we are going to learn from the various Thai ways of being Buddhist, then it is more useful to look at what complex technologies people actually employ to solve problems—the practical (and sometimes seemingly impractical) technologies of astrology, healing, protection, prognostication, precepts, and the like. Many people I interviewed, lived with, and ate with in Thailand espouse the virtues of indifference, impermanence, and nonattachment. However, this does not mean that they struggle with collecting amulets, entreating ghosts, the Buddha, and deities for protection or recite texts in hope of a long life and a good rebirth. They are comfortable with both seemingly incompatible sets of beliefs and practices. I argue throughout that while religious beliefs are hard to define and the reasons participants offer for conducting actions are often vague, technologies (including moral precepts, which are in a way technologies of self- and group control) are less mutable (or at least their changes are more easily tracked).27 Culture in this sense is a dialogue between people who draw on different repertoires informed by often shared technologies as well as harder to define beliefs.28

In Thailand it is often hard to define someone’s beliefs. Statements of belief are a rarity in Thai culture. For example, biographers of Somdet To almost never state what his beliefs were or what his ethical standards were. However, they do spend a great deal of time, as did he, on specifically explaining or displaying the techniques he used to protect a person or exorcise a ghost. Thai Buddhists often define themselves by what they do rather than what they believe. Some concentrate on learning astrological charts, some memorize protective incantations, some meditate and listen to New Age music, some master a particular way of giving specific offerings to specific images or monks, some entreat specific deities. Practitioners do not often try to separate these technologies into worldly and nonworldly, economically motivated or spiritually motivated. Many practice or learn numerous, overlapping technologies. While beliefs are rarely articulated, technologies are commonly defined, compared, and implemented.

By looking closely at several monasteries associated with Somdet To, Mae Nak, and related figures (most located in Bangkok and the farming communities of central Thailand, with a few in northern and northeastern Thailand) we can identify the morphology of practices reacting to and driving history over time with a great degree of detail. Samuel Johnson famously quipped that “example is always more efficacious then precept.”29 I concur. Wittgenstein called this a “methodology of examples.”30 By seeing multiple examples of these practices we can avoid overarching, explanatory theories and offer a less theoretically filtered view of the why of Thai Buddhism and begin to understand those things that are simply taken for granted by the practitioners themselves. The experience of being in a monastery, of listening and watching, undermines any comprehensive a priori theory about the nature of Thai behavior and religiosity. I do not want, as T. J. Clark has stated, to “oblige theories to work extra hard—improbably hard—to contain” the variety of art, texts, histories, and performances at any one monastery or shrine.31 Somdet To and Mae Nak worship, as well as dozens of other Thai religious practices, are characterized like Thailand itself—there is a diversity of classes, ethnicities, accents, and personal motivations all interacting in a, sometimes quite literally, tight space.

This does not mean that the repertoires used in mainstream Thai rituals, texts, images, and liturgies, of which Somdet To is a major actor, are simply a random connection of resources. This does not mean that there are no “values” held by the followers of Somdet To and Mae Nak. Local repertoires are characterized, but not defined, by their emphasis on security, heritage, graciousness, and abundance (khwam plotphai or kan pongkan, moradok, udom sombun, khwam sawatdiphap or kreng chai).32 I do not see these as universal and static Thai values or traits, but they are relatively useful technologies of enactment or perhaps axiomatic modes of articulation that characterize the motivation of stagers, performers, fans, experts, and devotees of Thai Buddhist religions. They are heuristic categories that we should not assume participants in Thai Buddhist culture necessarily would use to describe their own values but ones with which most would certainly agree. They are not foreign concepts but demotic modifiers. They might not be the ideal Buddhist values in which they are supposed to believe, but they help give shape and significance to what many Thais cherish and honor. Therefore, as a subtheme in this book, I want to suggest that the more an individual monk or monastery can show that they promote security, heritage, graciousness, and abundance (and others, of course) and use the images, objects, sounds, and movements in a widely recognized and shared repertoire, the better they will be able to compete for relevance in a highly competitive religious marketplace of ideas and objects, the better they will be able to speak to and hold the attention of their respective audiences. Each practitioner not only expresses but also employs these axioms to protect themselves and move smoothly through society. While on the surface this might seem incongruous with nonattachment, indifference, compassion, and selflessness, they are seen by most as virtuous nonetheless and by many as perfectly Buddhist.

I consciously resist defining any sort of alternative local Thai Buddhist ethics in the book. I purposely avoid the recent debates on narrative, cultural, and local ethics.33 I also refrain from trying to determine the “popular morality” of Thailand.34 However, I find “narrative ethics” as taken by some scholars of Buddhism (who are influenced by the approaches of Hauerwas and Nussbaum) as one of the most useful ways of investigating Thai Buddhist beliefs. They emphasize the importance of emotions in understanding the full range of reasons underlying maintaining beliefs and engaging in rituals. These emotions are often best expressed in narratives. Here I particularly agree with Nussbaum that “emotions, unlike many of our beliefs, are not taught to us directly through propositional claims about the world, either abstract or concrete. They are taught, above all, through stories, These stories . . . once internalized, they shape the way life feels and looks.”35 She continues, drawing on Aristotle, that human perception develops in response to “complex particular cases and of a willingness to see them as particular and irreducible to general rules . . . the correct perception of a practical situation requires emotional as well as intellectual activity . . . narratives are also the texts best suited to evoke [moral activity].”36 In this book, I relate many of the stories about Mae Nak, Somdet To, and others I have heard or read. These stories often supplement and many times are recalled much more effortlessly than Buddhist canonical suttas or commentarial narratives. I often found that when people told me stories they heard about Somdet To, they related them to others they had heard about other famous monks or even stories about their own experiences with miraculous healing or ghosts. Stories often bled into one another quite seamlessly. However, I also find Nussbaum’s approach limiting, since it focuses largely on elite literary texts. I want to “read” the ethnographic and textual narratives of Thai practitioners in ritual and social settings in the modern period. The way people relate stories, chant incantations, gesture, embed rumors and fantastical stories into popular Buddhist magazines and Web sites, interact with foreign researchers, and compile their own personal collections of amulets, yantras, books, images, photographs, and the like also, I believe, are narratives that need to be read. My reading of these idiosyncratic narratives has led me to identify security, heritage, graciousness, and abundance as axiomatic of the way many Thai Buddhists express their values in practice. However, readers of the following chapters may see my evidence as invoking other values. Indeed, I hope that readers will take the evidence I provide as a platform on which to debate the nature of Thai Buddhist ethics or even the very idea that there is a “Thai way” of being Buddhist.

Despite having certain cultural axioms, there is no core of Thai Buddhism. This is hard on both the student and the scholar. The practices of modern Thai Buddhists do not look much like those of early Buddhism or even Sri Lankan or Burmese Buddhism (which all show great diversity as well). In an effort to make sense of these diverse practices, observers have been prompted to identify origins, to trace influences, and to craft theories of syncretism. We retreat to a series of vague explanatory terms like “magic,” “cult,” “Indianized,” “localization,” and “folk” when attempting to describe what seem like local anomalies in the grand history of the world religion known as Buddhism. Since Thai Buddhism is so different from its Indic origins, one is compelled to ask, How could this have happened? This book asks the observer of Thai Buddhism to refrain from those urges. Various theories of syncreticism, synergy, domestication, hybridity, and vernacularization have limited usefulness when attempting to describe a Thai monastery, shrine, liturgy, or ritual.37 First, no monastery is isolated from the economic and cultural morphologies (economic, social, political, cultural changes, as well as the congruent and contingent personal and institutional adaptations to these changes) in the streets and paths surrounding it. These morphologies and individual repertoires are in constant dialogue in every Thai Buddhist practice. Locating this study in that dialogue, I hope to offer a balance between a large general survey of Thai Buddhism and a highly detailed study of one aspect of the tradition’s rituals or history.

Second, describing Thai Buddhism as a syncretistic blend of Brahmanism, Chinese religions, Theravada Buddhism, animism, and so on rests on the assumption that there is one thing that can be described as pure Brahmanism or Theravada that has been polluted, diluted, or borrowed. Indian, Chinese, Burmese, Shan, Mon, Lao, Khmer, Portuguese religious implements, ritual technologies, ethical justifications, aesthetic forms came into various Thai communities through individual traders, physicians, magicians, poets, and missionaries in bits and pieces over a long period of time. Lineages of teachers went in and out of favor in royal courts and among villagers. The content of any manuscript library in the region reveals the diversity of texts, crossing religious and secular lines, in multiple scripts and languages that were read and redacted. There has never been one type of Brahmanism or Buddhism or animism in India or China or Thailand. In this way, I am much more interested in the relationships between people and between people and their material goods and environment than I am in their traits, official identities (religious affiliations, stated ethnicities, places of birth, and the like).

Third, describing a Thai ritual practice or textual explanation as syncretistic, localized, or domesticized can also assume a hierarchy based on geography, age, or medium (textuality or orality). I consciously avoid using terms like “accommodation” or “pre-Buddhist” “or preexisting cultural belief.” When Buddhism was brought to Southeast Asia, it was not corrupted by local beliefs in ghosts, spirits, and ancestors. Indeed, there is ample textual and art historical evidence that ancestor and animistic spirit worship was part of early Buddhism in India, as well as in Burma and Sri Lanka.38 Therefore, the first monks who came to the area of what we call Thailand today brought with them undoubtedly their own preexisting beliefs in the world of spirits, texts that spoke of ghosts, and complex understandings of hells. However, tracing antecedents is useful if it is done on a level of close detail. Practical technologies of healing, ritual, meditation, and magic are shared by various faiths regardless of worldview, sectarian affiliation, or belief. Broadly judging Thai Buddhist practices, explanations, and expressions against their Indic origins is suspect and arbitrary. If we are going to use the term “local Buddhism(s)” in contrast to early Indian Buddhism or a translocal Buddhist ideal, then we must ask, What form of Buddhism isn’t local? Early Buddhism was a local north Indian religion. It was influenced by its Indian cultural context; indeed, its origins were impossible without it. There has never been a purely translocal or nonlocal Buddhist sect or school of thought. Even translocal movements like the International Association of Buddhist Universities or the United Nations Day of Vesak Celebrations Committee have their own particular cultures formed by their organizers and the types of nuns and monks and scholars that choose to participate in them. They do not represent a translocal Buddhism, they represent the idiosyncratic visions and imaginings of their founders and organizers. They are particular to a time and often to a place. However, that place is now not bounded by national borders but by religious professionals with Internet access and a sufficient command of English. They form their own local community but not necessarily geographically limited community.

Fourth, just as there is not one type of influence, Indic, Chinese, or Khmer, there is not one “local.” Each monastery in Thailand is a site of accretion. Images, murals, teachers, texts are constantly being added, repaired, and rearranged. Monks, nuns, and lay patrons residing at any one monastery, especially in Bangkok or Chiang Mai or Nakhon Sri Thammarat, come from many different regions (and sometimes countries). They stay for a while and then move to another monastery. New students come, old students leave. Somdet To is depicted and described in a variety of ways at different monasteries. There isn’t one type of local Thai culture or Buddhism that can be contrasted or compared with one type of Brahmanism or Chinese Buddhism. The very categories of China, India, and Thailand are barely a century or two old. Therefore, my approach also questions the usefulness of terms like “syncretic,” “popular,” or “local” that are often used to describe those practices associated with Somdet To, Mae Nak, and other famous Thai Buddhist saints, ghosts, deities, and spirits. In this way, the study assumes neither that every person has equal access to certain cultural tools nor that every person is a slave of predetermined and constitutive cultural and social forces. I argue, therefore, that it would be wise to stop describing different shrines, images, amulets, rituals, texts, and liturgies as Brahmanic, Theravadin, Mahayanist, tantric, esoteric, royalist, animistic, or even syncretistic. Thai religious practices reflect a great deal of what William Connolly has described as “tolerance for ambiguity.”39 I show that objects and practices are valued because of their relation to certain events, people, and places, not because of their ability to articulate Buddhistness, Brahmanicness, Thainess, or localness. While Thai Buddhists are not blind to the differences between Brahmanism, Buddhism, animism, and other religious categories, they do not generally avoid nonexplicitly Buddhist practices or beliefs. We will see in chapters 3 and 4 especially that liturgical handbooks and monastic altars are sites of accretion, where texts and objects from disparate religious origins are welcome. Therefore, it is more useful to understand certain Thai Buddhists has having tendencies instead of traits. For example, mo wiset (wizards) tend to be laymen who do not strictly follow monastic codes and tend to engage in prognostication or even aggressive magic. However, they might have been monks in the past, they might attentively participate in Buddhist ceremonies and celebratory events, and they may chant standard Pali liturgical texts. An ordained nun or monk may follow the monastic code strictly and preach about nonself and the impermanence of all things but produce amulets, offer gifts to ghosts, magically heal the sick, or use Pali chants to protect homes from fire. They have certain tendencies, but their professional and personal practices defy the compilation of a list of traits to describe them. They are trained in certain types of rituals and texts and tend toward different aesthetic and ascetic choices. They don’t have defined identities but particular skills and preferences.

 

The following chapters offer a historical and contemporary study of some of the more widespread practices of Thai Buddhists in Bangkok and surrounding provinces. I attempt to describe the multiple reasons why figures like Somdet To and Mae Nak, among others, stay relevant in a cosmopolitan, highly technological, and mobile society like that of modern Thailand. I suggest that the answers to the question of why they are popular can tell us much about the Thai Buddhist axioms of security (khwam plotphai, kan pongkan), heritage (moradok), graciousness (khwam sawatdiphap or kreng chai), and abundance (udom sombun). I do not confine the study to the robed. The way texts, rituals, and buildings are received and generated by the laity is also discussed throughout. However, there is little reference to the larger Theravada communities, texts, and traditions, or for that matter to any type of universal “Buddhist ethics” or “Buddhist worldviews.” I hope to offer a solid background of what a visitor to Thailand, whether she is a scholar of Buddhism or an engaged tourist, will actually see, smell, and hear in a monastery. A full description of all the astrological, magical, liturgical, life-cycle, pedagogical, and artistic aspects in every region of Thailand would be impossible in one book. Instead, I structure the book like a composer or painter. I present variations on a theme just as a composer designs different movements in an orchestral composition that are performed over an entire season, or a painter paints the same scene in different lights, at different times of day, in different seasons. I attempt to construct a Gesamtkunstwerk (here, a complete work incorporating all media) by drawing on film, murals, manuscripts, printed texts, interviews, participant observation, rituals, statues, liturgies, amulets, photographs, and so forth). Although I lack any skill in music or art, I hope that from this evidence what has been seen before as local peculiarities, esoterica, exotica, and oddities in comparison with some ideal normative Theravada (that is actually not found anywhere outside of textbooks) can be seen as mainstream Thai religiosity. Using this organizational rubric, I hope that this text opens up possibilities for asking new questions instead of providing well-worn answers. I make a concerted effort to cross boundaries between the past and the present as well as between the lay and the ordained. The “theme” is Somdet To and Mae Nak and the variations work as degrees of separation, variation, and connection to them. By focusing on a nineteenth-century monk and a ghost, many aspects of modern Thai Buddhism in general will be seen in high relief.

The chapters do not need to be read in sequence. Each could be read as an independent essay offering different perspectives and dismantling assumptions about modern Thai Buddhism. While the reader might, at points, wish I would stop describing different monasteries in detail, telling the stories of different saints and kings, and relating different ghost stories, I ask her or him to be patient. These stories and descriptions do not get in the way of reflective analysis or theoretical experimentation but instead demonstrate a new method of approaching Thai Buddhism. I pay particular attention to the way stories are told, objects cherished, and rituals performed by different individuals and small communities throughout the country over time. Like George Marcus I see following the story or even following an object as an ethnographic method.40 Furthermore, in this following, one can see the lines between community memory and history disappear. They are both, as Jacques Le Goff has asserted, social practices.41 This book is an exercise in following, listening to, and seeing individual Buddhist agents. I see all knowledge as situated and therefore pay attention to the often neglected evidence that comes from individual preferences instead of official documents or testimonies, including private amulet collections, regional handbooks, idiosyncratic murals, films, rumors, personal ritual practices, and the like.42 I provide a number of examples of rituals, images, amulets, monasteries, and liturgies. I relate many of the stories I heard, read, or experienced. In this way, I hope that Thai religious repertoires become cumulatively apparent rather than systematically presented. I believe that this is the way many Thai practitioners come to know their own ways of being religious. They are not taught how to be Buddhist in a class or in a single conversation with a monk or their mothers. Their repertoires are being constantly developed and deployed in the relationships they form with others, as well as with images, murals, teachings, rituals, and stories. As Charles Hallisey used to repeat to me, we need to try to learn from Buddhists, not merely about them. I hope that this style is useful to anthropologists, historians, philologists, art historians, political scientists, and magicians.

Chapter 1 is about people. It is about the poor monks and rich kings who drive (and sometimes are driven by) the economic and artistic phenomenon that is Thai Buddhism. I avoid describing the rules and regulations of the Vinaya or the daily life or “social roles” of monks. This approach has been repeated by numerous scholars. Instead of describing the lives of monks, I describe how people in Thailand create the lives of monks; the creation and cultivation of the legendary-biographical process. More specifically it is about Somdet To, King Mongkut, and modern saint worship in Thailand. Here I place the numerous hagiographies and biographies of this famous monk in conversation. We will see that unlike numerous other political and religious hagiographical traditions in Asia, the tellers of Somdet To’s life story do not attempt to create one ideal vision of him frozen in time. His is not a carefully crafted hagiography serving economic and political purposes. Moreover, although Somdet To’s life certainly can be seen as a commentary on the rise of Thai nationalism and Bangkok-centrism over the past two hundred years, his handlers are neither agents of the state nor part of a gang of religious-opiate pushers. Somdet To might articulate many of the trends in Thai nationalistic discourse, but he and his followers are not part of a xenophobic and jingoistic top-down “movement.” The stories of Somdet To instead articulate the value of the everyman of Thai, especially Bangkok, Buddhism. He can be seen as the ideal Thai Buddhist monk, although this ideal is very different from that most commonly described in studies of Theravada Buddhism. If the reader cares nothing about Somdet To or a ghost for that matter, I hope to convince her otherwise. However, if despite my best efforts, I cannot, this chapter offers some new ways of approaching the study of biography, film, and intellectual history in religious studies and related fields.

Chapter 2 is about texts. It sees texts not as objects or messages but as cumulative and contested phenomena that are as much a part of modern graphic culture as of textual history. It is a textual anthropological (or what I like to call an anthrophilogogical) study of one of the most common and powerful protective texts in Thailand, the Jinapañjara gāthā (Verses on the Victor’s Armor). Tracing its history tells us much about what makes a text sacred in Thailand. It also tells us much about what a text can be. The Jinapañjara gāthā is found on cloth, in amulets, on CDs and cell phones, in symbolic form, and in tattoos. It is used in meditation, for healing cancer, and for protecting armies. Often magical practices are set in opposition to Buddhist textual study. However, magic is a textual practice. This text helps us question the very existence of Theravada esoteric Buddhism and start to define what Thai Buddhist magic entails. The last section of the chapter offers a critical reflection on the study of the so-called Theravada tantra, or magical/esoteric Buddhism in Thailand. It should have some value for scholars of ritual studies, tantra, new philology, and the history of magic.

Chapter 3 is about actions. I look at Thai Buddhist rituals and liturgies broadly regardless of their connection to Somdet To and Mae Nak. I argue that despite increased standardization in orthography, grammar, monastic orthopraxy, institutional administration, translation methods, print technology, and modernistic self-reflection, there remains a great diversity in quotidian Thai Buddhist liturgies and rituals that defies the stereotypical notion of statemanaged, orthodox, and homogeneous Theravada Buddhism in Thailand. Liturgies and rituals can be used for multiple purposes, such as funerals, protection, offerings, dedications, and meditation. The study of liturgy is perhaps the most overlooked aspect of Buddhist studies, but it is the most common way Buddhists are introduced to their religion. Here I hope to dismantle the discrepancies between anthropological and textual approaches to the study of ritual and performance in Southeast Asian Buddhism.

Chapter 4 is about objects. I look closely at a variety of images, amulets, shrines, and murals. Here I speak not only to scholars of religious studies, Buddhist studies, history, and anthropology but also to art historians. Theravada Buddhism as it has been studied by scholars of religion has been depicted as a monastic movement that is desperately trying to stave off commercialism and materialism. This is part of the general Protestant devaluing of materiality that is often foisted onto Buddhist traditions. However, monks and devout Thai Buddhists are not victims of the trappings of a material world but are often the greatest purveyors of stuff. Following Morgan Pitelka and Cynthea Bogel I believe strongly that “Buddhism itself must be re-evaluated not as a purely textual tradition or a teacher-centered movement, but as a set of religious practices anchored to an active, transportable body of material culture.”43 Each statue, each amulet, and each monastery is a product of multiple and shifting intentionalities. The material objects are connected deeply to their urban and rural settings. These settings change rapidly. I support the idea that “we can profitably consider the object’s (image, amulet, monastery) encounters with different communities of viewers and users who bring new interpretative lenses to bear on its value.”44 I seek to describe the great diversity of ways objects “act” in Thai religious life. This chapter, then, is a study of Thai Buddhist visual and material cultures. To this end, I first look at monasteries in Bangkok that have some connection with Somdet To and Mae Nak: Wat Rakhang, Wat Indrawihan, Wat Mahabut, and Wat Srapathum. Numerous other monasteries far outside Bangkok are also discussed. Instead of describing monasteries, amulets, and images along sectarian or institutional lines, I offer an aesthetic study of how they are received and described by patrons and clients in shifting ways over time. Each monastery must constantly adapt, articulate new histories, offer more services, and remain fun and beautiful to stay relevant in the competitive “city of deities.” Instead of seeing this as syncreticism, localization, or even commercialism, which always implies a hierarchy, I record the cacophony of influences at every monastery. This cacophony gives voice to the modifiers of security, heritage, graciousness (a comforting blend of beauty and hospitality), and abundance.

The 1928 radio broadcast of the ghost story of Mae Nak and the shrine to her buried body are hard to categorize: Is the story of Mae Nak a religious or secular story? Is it a product of modernity or an expression of local tradition? Is her shrine Buddhist or animistic? Are her story and the rituals with which it is associated esoteric or popular? I look at moments and places such as these throughout the book. In each chapter, I use these moments and places to confront assumptions in the study of Thai Buddhism. In the end, I hope to offer a new way of approaching the study of Thai Buddhism through repertoire versus institution or doctrine. It is only through a combined use of historical, anthropological, philological, and art historical approaches that we can begin to clearly understand the constantly broken and repaired lineages of Thai Buddhism that make any study of sectarian or institutional entities superficial and suspect. If this book is successful, it should be exceedingly difficult to talk about Thai Buddhism as simply Theravadin, or use adjectives like traditional, folk, urban, rural, orthodoxic, and orthopraxic in speaking of it. I hope to offer a study that makes describing Thai Buddhism in any general way an exercise in hesitation.


1. Monks and Kings

The first time I heard about Somdet To was in a barbershop. I was staring up at the top of the wall while getting a shave and noticed a framed photograph of a monk surrounded by cloth phra yan (Sanskrit yantra, “mystical” protective drawing). Below was a small, wall-mounted altar replete with plastic flowers and an incense bowl, hanging prayer beads, and dust. I had seen photographs of this monk in many shops, bookstores, monasteries, and taxicabs, but I had never thought to ask who he was. In between swipes of the razor and with my eyes watering from the menthol cream, I inquired. I was told it was Luang Pho To, of course, as if the question was downright stupid. “Why do you have a photograph of him versus other famous monks, like Than Achan Mahabua, Phra Achan Man, Luang Pho Wat Pak Nam (Phra Thepamuni), or Luang Pho Khun?” I asked. “Mai ru” (I don’t know), my barber laughed, “I guess because he heals wounds like you are about to get if you don’t stop talking.” He finished the shave, slapped some St. Luke’s powder on my face, and I paid my bill.

I didn’t learn much more that day. My barber told me some stories about Luang Pho To (also known as Somdet Phra Phutthachan Phrahmarangsi To, Luang Phu To, Somdet To, Phra Maha To, Khru To, Khrua To, and Than Achan To), stating that he was a son of King Rama II, that he magically healed soldiers’ gunshot wounds, and that he made powerful amulets, among others. What he did not know was when Somdet To lived, where he was born, what his Buddhist teachings were, when he died, who his teachers were, who his students were, and other basic intellectual biographical information. Over the next few years I began to see photographs and statues of Somdet To seemingly everywhere in central Thailand. He certainly is the most “imaged” monk in Bangkok. He is getting more and more popular every year. In fact, two new images of Somdet To in Prachuab Khiri Khan Province and Nakhon Ratchasima Province are now the largest statues of any monk in Thailand; each is over sixty-five feet tall. They were both finished in 2007.

Not only did I begin seeing Somdet To everywhere but I also started hearing numerous different and often conflicting stories about him. Sometimes he was a son of King Rama II, sometimes of King Rama I, sometimes from a poor farming family, sometimes from Tak, sometimes from Kanchanaburi, sometimes from Kampaengphet, sometimes a Pali scholar, sometimes a meditation master, sometimes from Bangkok, sometimes a forest monk, sometimes the abbot of a monastery in Bangkok (Wat Rakhang or Wat Indrawihan or Wat Rangsri or Wat Pho), sometimes he taught King Rama V, sometimes King Rama IV, and so on. He was always said to make powerful amulets and protect against ghosts. Collecting and sifting through these stories and the many published biographies of Somdet To became first my hobby and then my obsession. The conflicting stories and massive impact of this elusive monk, hidden in plain view, forced me to reflect on the nature of hagiography, the historical value of rumors, the connections between famous monks and powerful kings, esoteric versus mainstream religious practices, market forces, aesthetics, and competing and seemingly contradictory notions of prestige and virtue in Thai Buddhism. The underlying question that occupied me throughout was, Why this monk?

This chapter is a lengthy effort to dispel some assumptions often made in the study of Thai Buddhism and Buddhism more broadly. Through a close investigation of the creation of Somdet To biographies, I will first demonstrate that religious and political hagiographies/biographies are not simply top-down efforts to create national heroes for the sake of social control, nationalism, and economic manipulation. Somdet To’s biography does not reify him or create a static picture of a state-supportive cadre. Somdet To’s life story reveals competing discourses of cultural capital in Thailand. Even though many of the stories might not be true and many people telling them realize and admit that they are trading in rumors and hearsay, I am interested in what they reveal about Thai notions of human ideals and cultural heroes. Often scholars, especially political scientists and historians, overemphasize the power of the royal family’s propaganda and consistently lament the tendency of the Thai people to display unwavering loyalty to their kings. The Buddhist sangha is often depicted as a tool of the state or royal family. This foreign and domestic scholarly outcry has become particularly acute in recent years with the public commentaries and books on the lèse-majesté laws in Thailand, the royal family’s role in the coups of 1973, 1977, 1992, and 2006, the recent sangha administrative act, the intense propaganda campaign by the Thai Privy Council for the eightieth birthday of King Rama IX, and recent heated debates over abuses of the lèse-majesté laws. However, this commentary often treats the Thai people as a herd of uninformed, blind worshippers and monks as either political opportunists or pawns. It is well-known that every day Thai people trade in rumors about the royal family, openly share risqué photographs, and question their role in development, politics, and social welfare. This also seems to have been the case in the time of Somdet To, when, as we will see, he publicly insulted two kings. Perhaps the self-congratulatory attitude scholars have that they are the only people who question the wisdom of kings needs to be reconsidered.

Second, while Lao Buddhism is often seen by scholars as undeveloped, unscholarly, oppressed, and disorganized, a study of Somdet To (and indeed many Thai monks) shows that there is a “Lao mystique” in Thai religious discourse. Sympathetic scholars working in Laos, northern or northeastern Thailand often write in defense of the poor ethnic Lao people who have suffered at the hands of the Thai state and the hegemonic and centralized Thai sangha. However, what is often overlooked is the prestige that comes with a Lao connection in Buddhist practice and learning. “Laos” as well as northern and northeastern Thailand are often stereotyped in modern central Thailand as places of powerful magicians and meditators. A great part of Somdet To’s fame is attached to his connections to Lao refugee communities in Bangkok, his possible Lao or northern Thai mother, his training under a powerful Lao magician, and his use of Lao and northern Thai recipes and incantations. He was not ashamed of his possible Lao or rural family history. He promoted it actively. His connection to these poor “Lao folk” is as powerful as his connection to kings.

Third, Thailand is promoted and promotes itself as a noncolonized, peaceful “land of smiles.” Buddhism is seen as a peaceful religion that promotes meditation, world peace, and social harmony. However, Somdet To is lauded for his support of defensive and offensive magic, his protection of soldiers, his ability to save the nation from the French, the Germans, and the Japanese. He did not consider himself, it seems, a Theravadin monk but a Thai monk. He protected his land. In fact, the only known copy of his handwriting is a text containing recipes, protective drawings, and incantations to help people in battle. His only sermon witnessed by a foreigner states that Somdet To directly told Thais to be wary of foreigners and look inward. This chapter and the next discuss his nationalism, martial attitude, and outright jingoism and xenophobia. Thai fans of Somdet To are not embarrassed by these qualities but actively laud his nationalism.

Finally, I show through stories, films, and texts that Somdet To and his biographers did not necessarily promote the values of nonattachment and indifference (among others) but the local values of security, heritage, graciousness, and abundance. This will provoke students and scholars of Buddhism to question the universality of Buddhist ethics. That is a lot to pack into this chapter, but Somdet To is central to the history of Buddhism in Thailand and his story needs to be told.

 

 

AMBIGUITY AS BIOGRAPHY

 

DREAMS OF ELEPHANTS EATING MANUSCRIPTS: BIRTHS, PARENTS, AND NOVITIATES

 

Somdet To has consistently been the most-recognized monk in central Thailand for over one hundred thirty years. There are certainly more images, more biographies/hagiographies, and more amulets in Bangkok and the central region of Thailand directly associated with him or about him than of any other Thai saint, including the famous Luang Pho Khun, Phra Thepamuni, Achan Man, Luang Phu Tuat, Khrupa Siwichai, Phra Yantra Amaro, Buddhadasa Bhikkhu, among others. He still appears on more popular Buddhist magazine covers than any other figure, has the largest number of colossal images connected with him (including the largest image of any monk in the world), and has been the subject of major scholarly biographies in Thai.

There are over fifteen biographies that have been published, each of which, in very different ways, emphasizes his unique qualities; they range from simple chronologies to unapologetic apotheoses. There is even a children’s book that devotes nearly an entire chapter to descriptions of Somdet To, explaining him as one of the wisest teachers in the history of Thailand.1 Most books agree on the basic time line, major events, and special qualities, but the details are often vastly different and contradictory. There has been no sustained effort at establishing the “critical biography.” I will make no such attempt here for two reasons. First, for Thai scholars and devotees there is no sense that there needs to be just one “true” story of Somdet To. Even serious scholars neither criticize conflicting versions nor attempt to promote the correctness of their own accounts. Critical research comparing and corroborating evidence is undertaken; however, once one story is established as historically genuine, the myriad others are neither chastised nor abandoned. Having access to one genuine biography is rarely claimed and not particularly valued. Certain books claim to be accounts based on the oldest evidence, but Somdet To’s receivers often draw evidence when telling stories from many biographies without ranking them. Second, having multiple and conflicting voices adds both to the prestige and intrigue of Somdet To’s life. The mystery created by having several unknowns in his biography adds to the air of his sacredness.

Telling different versions of Somdet To’s story is furthermore an entertaining pastime among amulet dealers, scholars, devotees, nuns, novices, and monks. I often found myself among a group of scholars or dealers or novices who would laugh, gesture wildly, and speak in a wide range of different dramatic voices while telling stories about Somdet To. People would invite me to their personal libraries, offices, homes, or monastic cells to show me their personal collections of To-related books, amulets, and images. I was amazed at the range of people, from elite scholars who had received their doctorates from places like Chulalongkorn University, Banaras Hindu University, the Australian National University, and the University of California, Los Angeles, who seemed to be as fascinated by Somdet To as amulet dealers and fans who had received little formal education. Thammayut monks highly trained in Pali grammar in Bangkok seemed to be as intrigued by Somdet To as village Mahanikai monks from rural areas. Wealthy Chinese businesswomen, members of the royal family, Thai entrepreneurs, tailors, and shopkeepers all seemed to possess a Somdet To amulet and be able to relate a good story about him. I was even told stories about Somdet To by a waiter at a Malaysian restaurant in Washington, D.C., who collected amulets on eBay with his friends in Kuala Lumpur, as well as by a Chinese architect who lived in London and bought amulets at markets in Hong Kong.

As my own collection of Somdet To books, amulets, holy water, umbrellas, pillowcases, statues, and photographs developed over the years, I participated in this pastime, like showing off rare Coltrane or Clash record collections or baseball cards to friends in bars. No one could ever claim to have a complete collection. No one made firm truth claims about their version of Somdet To’s biography. The telling of the stories and showing off of the stuff was the point and the pastime. There are amateur Somdet To biographers everywhere. They cross sectarian, age, gender, and class boundaries. Somdet To scholars come from multiple fields, such as economics, political science, history, and anthropology.

Somdet To was a high-ranking Thai monk in nineteenth-century Bangkok. He was given the royal title Somdet Phra Buddhācāriya in 1867, near the end of his life. From biographies, it seems that he was most often called Khrua To by his fans. Besides these basic facts there are few biographies that agree on the details of his life. Several versions state that he was born to an elite noble family from the once powerful northern Siamese city of Kampaengphet, on Thursday, April 17, 1788.2 However, in one version his parents are relatively simple farming folk. His mother, Ngut, had fled to Ayutthaya during the Burmese invasion of Kampaengphet. His father is rarely mentioned, but it is believed by many that he was the son of King Rama I.

There is a famous story about his birth in which it is said that King Rama I, before he was king, was a general fighting the Burmese along the border of Kampaengphet and Tak. Between battles one day, he was riding his horse and met a young woman along the road. He was very thirsty, so he asked the young woman for some water. She, not knowing who he was but knowing that he was a nobleman from central Siam, gave him the water in a bowl. However, before she handed it to him she sprinkled lotus flower stamens in the water. Lotus stamens have a bitter taste. He took the water, and so as not to drink the stamens, he had to sip the water very slowly so they would not float into his mouth. He slowly finished the water and then asked her why she had polluted it with the stamens. She replied, “You looked very thirsty, I was afraid if I didn’t put the stamens in the water that you would gulp it down and choke and fall off your horse. The stamens forced you to drink the water slowly and safely.” The future king was impressed by her cleverness and kindness and asked her parents for her hand as one of his concubines. They, not wanting to offend this unknown nobleman and member of the powerful central Siamese army, granted his wish. He traveled on his campaign with the young girl, but he could not take her back to Bangkok. Therefore, he said, if you ever have a child by me, take my belt and come to Bangkok. If you show this belt at the palace, your child will be well taken care of. She was indeed pregnant with his child and went to Bangkok after having the baby. She stayed near Wat Indrawihan in a community of mostly ethnic Lao refugees and workers. Young To, as he was called (a common nickname meaning “first” or “big” and often used for children who are ironically particularly small at birth), grew up there. When he was about eight years old his mother took him and the belt to Wat Mahathat, next to the palace. The abbot showed the belt to the now King Rama I. King Rama I claimed young To as his son and sponsored his ordination.3 I return to the significance of this story, but it should be stated that this is simply one of many stories of his birth and parentage.4 Some published biographies and oral stories state that he grew up in rural provinces like Angthong, Pichit, Ayutthaya, and Suphanburi.

The oldest published biography is from 1923 (although there were many references to him before this). The life of Somdet To is briefly recounted alongside other biographies of famous nobles and warriors in Ruang tang phra rachakhana phuyai nai krung Ratanakosin (Famous Noble People in the City of Ratanakosin), by Prince Damrong and published on the occasion of the funeral of the sangharat (the head of the Thai monastic order), who was an orthopraxic Thammayut monk.5 The text states that the young To was born in Ayutthaya but says nothing about his father and little about his mother. This text states that he was a royally sponsored novice (nak luang) at Wat Sangwetwisayaram in Bangkok studying under the scholar-monk Phra Bowonwiriya and was ordained as a monk at Wat Rakhang in 1807.6 He continued his studies at Wat Sri Ratanasasadaram in Bangkok, where the sangharat, Phra Suk, was his preceptor and financial support for his studies came from King Rama II. There he was given the title Phra Maha To for his ability to orally translate several Pali texts.7

The biography most cited by later accounts was written by Maha Ammattri Phraya Thipkosa (given name Son Lohanan) in 1930.8 This is an atypical study, because instead of starting with the story of To’s birth or mother, it actually begins with the author’s discussing his skepticism about the oral traditions of Somdet To and describing his methods of combining interviews of students of Somdet To with those of local archaeologists and historians like Phrom Sutthiphong and Phra Mahasawang, who were familiar with Somdet To’s image, amulet, and mural production. He questions their accounts, compares sources, and occasionally makes sound speculations about Somdet To’s travels, the places he gave sermons, consecrated statues, and so forth based on donation inscriptions, murals, interviews, and oral hagiographic traditions. Thipkosa states that Somdet To was actually born at Wat Bangkhunphrom (now Wat Indrawihan) in Bangkok. However, the author notes the difficulty in determining the exact place and shows that murals depicting To’s life and oral traditions all disagree on the details. For the sake of accuracy, he bases much of his biography on the murals, which I discuss in chapter 4, since they were originally sponsored by Somdet To himself. He does not seek to resolve the discrepancies but presents conflicting evidence, allowing the reader to decide. He states that he spent his novitiate at Wat Bangkhunphrom under the tutelage of the powerful magicianmonk Phra Arannik Kaeo. Many later biographies agree with these basic associations, and rather than deny Thipkosa’s litany of facts, they expand the account. They pile on more stories, more connections, more village names, and more teachers who supposedly taught To. Some of these additions contradict Thipkosa, but there is rarely any attempt to criticize him. History writing in modern Thailand often works this way. It is often not the duty of young historians to criticize or correct their predecessors. Instead they simply add.9

The only biography that makes an explicit claim to be the definitive account (although it does not criticize other biographies) was published by the National Library of Thailand. Here it states that Somdet To was indeed born in the village of Kaichon in Tha Luang District in what is now Ayutthaya Province. His mother was not named Ngut but Ket, and she was from Tha It District, Uttaradit Province (in Thailand’s far north along the Lao border). There is no mention of his father. It states, not in explicit contradistinction to any other claim, that when he was a young boy his family did not move immediately as refugees to the Wat Bangkhunphrom (Wat Indrawihan) neighborhood, but instead he spent his youth in the farming provinces north of Bangkok as a relatively simple young novice. First his mother moved to Chaiyo Village in Angthong and then eventually to Wat Bangkhunphrom in Bangkok. The biographer employs art historical evidence to establish authenticity for this biography. Somdet To established large Buddha images as an adult at Wat Satheu, which is next to Wat Kaichon, and at Wat Chaiyo in Angthong.10

In this biography there is a wonderfully evocative little story. It tells how one evening the abbot of Wat Rakhang, the high-ranking Somdet Phra Buddhaghosachan Nat, dreamed of a giant white elephant eating manuscripts out of Wat Rakhang’s famous library. After the elephant had devoured every leaf of every text, the abbot awoke and immediately made an announcement that if anyone knew of a bright young boy who wanted to study with him, that person should bring him to Wat Rakhang. Phra Arannik of Wat Indrawihan presented his own student—To. After a period of study at Wat Rakhang, To was seen as a prodigy who could indeed mnemonically devour books, and he was sent for further study with the sangharat (Suk) himself at Wat Mahathat directly across the river. Somdet To was becoming an up-and-coming star monk in the kingdom.

This dizzying array of names does not make for good copy. The prose is bogged down by the complicated shifting litany of monasteries, teachers, and villages. However, the various biographies are written this way. The importance of Somdet To’s birth and youth is not the sequence of events but the people and places to which he has been connected. The value of Somdet To’s biography does not come from his teachings but simply from his presence. Like the biography of the historical Buddha, there is an enormous amount of ink spilled in telling the stories of his mother and youth. This attention seems unnecessary since it tells us nothing substantial about why he was a great teacher or sacred protector. Similarly, Somdet To’s mother is not lauded for her methods of raising children. In published biographies she never speaks, she is simply mentioned in association with place-names. Being from a particular town is enough. Occupying space is sufficient. The variety of villages in which he was apparently simultaneously born and the various monasteries at which he was either ordained or studied as a child are not, besides Wat Rakhang, particularly important for any reason other than that they are associated with the young To. This association has paid great dividends. As we will see in chapter 4, there are entire monasteries that base their reason for existence and center all their advertising around loosely established oral traditions that young To or his mother lived or visited there. His supposed or actual presence at these monasteries, in some cases before he could even walk or talk, has generated a significant amount of income, led to the construction of sermon halls, the donation of statues of To, as well as to the sponsorship of festivals, museums, and memorials. One is reminded of plaques in small towns in the United States or Ireland that claim fame for the otherwise unimportant place because a famous writer or saint passed through or rented an apartment there once. The multitudinous claims of association to William Faulkner made by various towns in Mississippi are similar to those of abbots and local historians in places like Angthong and Kampaengphet. The proprietors of hundreds of small restaurants claim that Thelonious Monk or John Lennon ate at their establishments. They all benefit from that ephemeral whiff of presence.

Of all of these stories, the least-substantiated but most common oral claim is that To’s father was King Rama I. The power of this claim is obvious, as are later royal connections to subsequent Chakri-dynasty monarchs. Besides the Buddha himself, there is no superior association to claim in Thailand than to that of a king. Even though there is no solid evidence that it is true and none of the major published biographies claim a royal bloodline for To, the rumor persists.11 Not even Prince Damrong, who wrote about Somdet To, states that his relative was To’s father. He simply states that his father was a mae tap (military general) fighting in the north. However, the story often told at monasteries and in the amulet markets is that he was the son of the king. The reason the rumor is cultivated is not because historians and devotees of Somdet To have labored to establish its truth but because very few biographers and the royal family itself have never denied its veracity. Phra Siri at Wat Rakhang told me in 2006 that since Somdet To never spoke about his father, there was no reason to believe it was not the king. A nun named Maechi Chaemchit was embarrassed to speak with me about the issue of Somdet To’s paternity, because she believed his father was indeed the king and she was not sure if foreigners knew that in the past Thai kings could have many wives and sire many dozens of children. The Thai film dramatization about Somdet To does not have an actor playing his father, just one representing his mother. He is conspicuously absent. The mystery is left alone. The ordained and lay followers are happy to benefit from the suggestive power of silence. There is enough innuendo and circumstantial evidence to keep the rumor vaguely plausible. There is power in this ambiguity.

Many biographies simply do not mention the father, even though the mother is discussed. To’s mother was most likely from the north, and King Rama I led thirteen separate military campaigns there between 1767 and 1782. By the time To was conceived in late 1787, however, most of his campaigns were in the east along the Cambodian frontier. The fact that Somdet To was sponsored by the king in his studies despite his probable refugee status, as well as his placement at a royal monastery, his later position as adviser to King Rama IV, and his devotion and titles from King Rama V, all suggest some royal genes.

Thipkosa’s famous biography of 1930 is not vague about the paternal line. Thipkosa relates the story, similar to the one mentioned, of a thirsty General Chakri, who would later become King Rama I. He meets a beautiful and clever young village girl named Ngut in Kampaengphet and asks her to marry him (as a minor wife). Thipkosa spends a great deal of time emphasizing the class differences between the general and the young girl. In one scene, the young girl’s mother, who is described as brash and direct, chastises the general for associating himself with a common girl born of farmers and foresters! The man who would soon be king is humbled; he raises his hands in a wai (a common Thai hand gesture showing respect and humility). He requests to be their son-in-law using the gentle and self-deprecating phrase “ma on nom yom tua pen luk khoi.”12 The parents of the young girl did not readily agree, though, and the general is made to beg for their approval, entreating them with an increasing lexicon of honorifics. He must sign a contract on a banana leaf, offer money, and bathe properly before he is allowed to take their daughter. Thipkosa, who was a low-ranking scholar in a world of much higher-ranking nobles, must have enjoyed relating this story of a nobleman bowing to a farm family. Thipkosa never claims that this is a true story but includes it regardless.

Many scholars and devotees simply will not state unequivocally that Somdet To was the son of King Rama I, but counterevidence is given only sparingly. For example, Phra Khru Kalyananukun’s biography states that To’s father was unknown and “from another place.”13 One documentary film starts off talking about Somdet To’s mother, emphasizing the fact that she lived during Rama I’s reign, and then juxtaposes a painting of his mother on a mural at Wat Indrawihan with a painting of Rama I in Wat Rakhang. Later the abbot of Wat Sateu is interviewed in the film. He mentions Somdet To’s father as not being Rama I, but as he speaks scenes of Somdet To’s statue is shown on the screen on an altar in Rama I’s former bedroom, which is now the library building at Wat Rakhang.14 One of the easiest biographies to find is one sold in the amulet market between Tha Maharat and Tha Phra Chan across the river from Wat Rakhang. It is a popular text advertising rare amulets made by Somdet To. Here Somdet To’s father is not even mentioned, as if To’s mother had conceived him immaculately. Every other detail down to the time of day he was born is provided. His mother, here named Khet, is mentioned. The absence of the father’s name and birthplace is notable.15 This is relatively typical, though, in the To biographical tradition. One small biography simply states that little is known about his father, but his name was believed to be simply La (no surname). La could have simply been married to Ngut (or Khet) later, though, because it is also not agreed upon if his mother was married when she left Kampaengphet or even if she was from there. However, since Somdet To visited Kampaengphet as an adult, there seems to be some connection with this small northern city. The mystery remains. Some connection is enough.

Two mural paintings at Wat Indrawihan refer to Somdet To’s possible royal connection. On a new set of murals (painted in 1980) depicting the life of Somdet To at Wat Indrawihan there is a small painting of King Rama I on horseback with an inscription next to it stating, “Krung Kampaengphet” (City of Kampaengphet). This is very close by on the wall to another painting depicting a young commoner woman with a naked infant. The inscription there reads, “Mae Ngut,” the name of Somdet To’s mother. Even though it states that the child is the son of one Nai Phon, giving the artist a little license we can assume that the child is Somdet To and that there is a not-so-subtle suggestion being made that Rama I is the real father of the baby, since he supposedly met Mae Ngut in Kampaengphet and the inscription does not say the child isn’t Mae Ngut’s. Furthermore, she is leaning over the baby, while the supposed father is placed at a distance from the baby. In another area of Wat Indrawihan, there is more conflicting evidence of Somdet To’s father. There are two statues partially hidden behind a small building and obscured by another larger image. These two statues have signs in front of them that say, “Pitha Manda khong Somdet Phutthachan Phrohmarangsi To” (Father and Mother of Somdet To). These are the only two statues that I have seen in Thailand of a monk’s parents. In many textbooks on Buddhism, monks are often described as mendicants without family attachments. They are, in a sense, children of the sangha, sons of the Buddha, not of some inconsequential lay family. However, Mr. Nikon, one of the directors of the Somdet To charitable foundation (which sponsors thirty elementary schools for poor children in rural Thailand), told me that these statues were established by Somdet To himself in the 1860s. Several other people claimed that they were made out of a strange material by Somdet To and were extremely heavy and no one in the history of the monastery had been able to move them.16 Both parents are depicted in monastic robes with shaved heads.17 Seeing a robed statue in Thailand with breasts is truly rare.18 The statue of the father does not look anything like other images of King Rama I known in Thailand. The sign does not suggest that the father is King Rama I. However, there used to be a mural behind these two statues, but it was removed during renovation several years ago. I am very happy I photographed it before it was removed. The mural depicted a battle scene, Thai and Burmese armies arrayed against each other. Behind the statue of To’s father is the Burmese army, directly behind his mother’s statue is a small section of the mural with the Thai general, supposedly General Chakri (King Rama I), on horseback; his face is turned away from the viewer, but his body is next to the head of To’s mother’s statue. When looking at the face of Somdet To’s mother, one could see the paining of King Rama I slightly to the left of her head. Could this have been a subtle suggestion by the painter? No one I have spoken with at Wat Indrawihan has said that the statue is of King Rama I. However, I have had four different devotees tell me that Somdet To’s father was the king as they were standing in front of this statue supposedly claiming a different father. However, biological fathers and surrogate fathers do not cancel each other out. Jesus Christ’s father was just a carpenter from Nazareth, right?

 

 

COLD SHOWERS AND SECRET LAO INCANTATIONS: CUE THE TRAINING MONTAGE

 

The juxtaposition of a poor refugee mother from a distant northern province and a rakish king is the meat of romance and adventure stories worldwide. The young To was a child of the villages but was ideally sired by a warrior-king. He was an uneducated outsider who was accepted into the pavilions of the best royal monastic schools of the capital. The biographies of his training and adult life have two major themes: he was trained by powerful meditative and magically gifted monks in rural monasteries and thus understood the suffering and patois of the poor, and he was honored by the royal family and high-ranking monks as a textual scholar with an acerbic wit and unmatched intellectual acuity. This ability to operate in both the common and the noble worlds across sectarian and class lines is consistently emphasized in both the written and oral traditions. The double quality is found in the descriptions of many popular Thai saints and kings over the past two hundred years.19

After the young To was fully ordained as a monk in 1807, most likely at Wat Rakhang, under the tutelage of Phra Achan Kaeo, he quickly became wellknown for his pithy and spontaneous sermons, his meditative ability, his ability to memorize and chant Pali texts, and, most important, for his protective magical powers. These powers were cultivated through years of training in the techniques for executing protective drawings, perfecting amulet recipes, and learning Pali incantations. Several biographies emphasize his connections to famous teachers, especially outside the inner sanctum of Bangkok royal monasteries. This connection was made more significant since the neighborhoods in Bangkok he grew up in were populated by Khmer and Lao refugees.20

One of the reasons Somdet To is perennially popular and powerful in central Thailand is because he is associated with these rural folk from the northeast and north. There is a common belief in Thailand that Khmer and Lao monks have secret knowledge of magic (saiyasat) and profound powers of concentration. These mysterious forested lands seem to percolate in the minds of many a Bangkok Buddhist with obscure symbols and sounds. Many magicians in Thailand claim that they learned their trade in Cambodia or Laos. This common stereotype, like the common American one that Native Americans are somehow more mystical because they are closer to nature, is reinforced by frequent newspaper articles about local magicians from the Khmer and Lao border regions covered in protective tattoos and holding protective amulets, bones, ivory phalluses, being able to swallow nails, exorcize ghosts, and produce love potions.21 Amulet-trading magazines often relate miracles and publish photographs of these rural magicians. Even the former prime minister, Thaksin Shinawatra, was rumored to have a Khmer magician on his payroll.22 The fact that most central Thai incantations, tattoos, and yantras are composed in Khom script (closely related to Khmer) fuels this association (although historically the Khom script and the supposed magical qualities of Khmer culture and the region have little to do with each other).23

Vague ideas about Khmer and Lao culture blend in the minds of many Buddhists in central Thailand. Whereas “Khmer” often has negative connotations connected to black magic, “Lao” seems to invoke a more benign, “naturalist” stereotype. Several people I interviewed seemed to make no distinction between these diverse linguistic, ethnic, and cultural groups. There are some historical precedents for this modern association of these distant rural peoples and powerful magic. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries the Siamese royal government actively fought against rebel village armies in the northeast of Thailand led by millenarian, ethnically Lao phu mi bun (men possessing merit), who were said to be able to protect their bodies magically against bullets and knives, as well as curse Siamese soldiers.24 One of these figures, Ya Chao Tham, operated on the border of Cambodia and Laos in the late 1800s and was feared and respected by both ethnic groups. As a member of the Champasak (southern Lao) royal family, he was said to have pacified the Brao ethnic group in southern Laos and in Stung Treng (northern Cambodia), as well as strike fear in the French because of his powerful magical skills. It was said that he had the power of invisibility and invulnerability because of his possession of powerful amulets, including two desiccated corpses of female and male aborted fetuses.25 Stories about him and others circulate through the region. There is a rich oral tradition of Lao soldiers being able to levitate and create invisible shields around themselves.

This magically powerful force, represented by people like Ya Chao Tham in the distant forests outside the cultivated plains of Bangkok’s Chao Phraya River valley, needed to be tamed by the central government. However, in the process of incorporation and neutralization, their powers became even more intriguing in popular Thai imaginings. Moreover, the area where Somdet To’s mother was believed to be from was considered throughout the nineteenth century to be the borderlands of western Laos by the authorities in Bangkok.26 Before the war with Lao vassal states in the late 1820s, many Lao were honored in Bangkok as prominent guests. For example, one of the princes of Luang Phrabang was ordained in Bangkok after the cremation of King Rama II. He remained in robes and studied in Bangkok for many months. A French observer noted that in general “it was remarkable . . . the great liberty given the subjects of the Laotian tongue: the court of Bangkok completely respected their customs, dress, and institutions.”27

However, this attitude at the institutional level seemed to change. In 1902, around eighty thousand monks became subject to a law of the royal government of Siam that controlled their admission to monkhood, the right to ordain, the size and status of monastic ground, the ranking of monks. This was part of a massive reform movement that, as I have discussed in other studies, was only partially effective. There was certainly resistance in the form of renegade monks in the north like Khrupa Siwichai and rebellions of holy men in the northeast sporadically until 1924. In fact, in King Rama I’s reign, an attempted coup d’état in 1802 by allies of the king’s brother was assisted by “Lao” magicians who had been trained in northern Thailand (this was an area still called Lao by the Siamese). The king’s brother had spent much time in Chiang Mai fighting against the Burmese and had been assisted by local magicians. Supposedly, he and his chief adviser, Thong-In, learned these techniques, which helped the usurpers become invincible.28

In many histories of Thai Buddhism the Thammayut sect (Pali Dhammayuttika, Thai Nikai) of monks, which was founded in Thailand by King Mongkut and Prince Wachirayan in the mid-nineteenth century, was seen as antithetical to these Lao magical practices. The Thammayut were originally initiated to serve as protectors of the royal ideal of pure Buddhism. However, the Thammayut monks changed over time from being representative of state or royal Buddhism or of Bangkok to a collective symbol of independent forest practice. Over time, many of these monks have gained popularity among magical amulet dealers, prognosticators, and spirit mediums, who invoke the names of these forest ascetics to draw on them for protection and power. The state’s efforts to eradicate these practices failed, and the Thammayut has grown to be a potential independent source of charisma and power offering its members and followers an alternative resource in the modern practice of Buddhism.

The modern lineage of forest monks is seen as beginning with Phra Achan Man Bhuridatto and Phra Achan Sao Kantasilo. Thammayut monks like Phra Achan Man, Mahabua, and Phra Achan Cha are seen by scholars like Jack Kornfield as symbols of pure Buddhist simplicity; they are described as straighttalking monks for the people, who do not sully themselves with excessive textual scholarship, monastic examinations, the practice of protective magic, or elaborate rituals. They lead the ideal monastic life in the forest, meditating, preaching, and not harming trees. They are not interested in politics, modernization, or involved in the commercialization of Buddhist practice. However, this characterization the Thammayut is skewed. Hayashi Yukio has asserted that the beginnings of the forest tradition in the northeast were part of a statesponsored program to pacify and incorporate the Lao populations of the region into the Thai polity. Phra Achan Man and Phra Achan Sao were agents of Thai nationalism sent by Prince Wachirayan, who believed that pure Buddhism was textual and canonical and that the local religious practice of the northeast was simply layers of superstition and ignorance.29 He goes on to show that the first monastery of the forest tradition in the region, Wat Supatthararam, was built by the elite in 1853 with funds granted by King Mongkut. Soon six other royal monasteries were established in this region, which was considered a hot spot for Lao rebels and which was still neither formally nor practically under central Siamese control. In fact the local leader of the Buddhist sangha before this period was a Lao monk who possessed rank and insignia in the Lao royal government. King Mongkut had him replaced, upon his death, by a Bangkok-trained monk who spread the central elite Siamese interpretation of Buddhism—Thai Buddhism. He promoted the study of the Thai language, disparaged local religious practice, built monastic Pali libraries, and appointed other Bangkoktrained monks to take over the local ecclesia.30

By 1899 the word “Lao” was removed from administrative documents for the region. This centralization and nationalization was seen as urgent because of the millenarian rebellions of local holy men (phu mi bun or mo wiset) made powerful by their protective magic and ability to predict the future. Several rebellions in the north and the northeast were started by local monks and a mo wiset from Laos who claimed either that the future Buddha was coming or that they themselves were a future Buddha. They attracted followers by magically curing disease, teaching the dhamma, exhorting followers to follow the precepts, and refraining from eating meat. In 1924 in particular they claimed that the new Buddhist era under the power of Metteya (a future Buddha) would be centered in Vientiane, Laos, a particularly dangerous claim to make to the Siamese authorities. Using their supernatural powers and stolen rifles, they destroyed Siamese governmental regional offices and refused to pay taxes. The Thammayut were part of the Siamese government’s efforts to destroy this Lao resistance movement, which sought its strength from the popular belief in protective magic and prognostication.31

However, these efforts were not entirely successful. Three well-known Thammayut monks, Achan Thet, Achan Sing, and Achan Fan Acaro, accompanied seventy other monks to “eliminate spirit beliefs by spreading thamma and erecting forest temples.”32 But, their popularity grew because they were seen as

 


beings feared by the guardian spirits and evil spirits who lurk in forests and caves. They enter natural graveyards, acquire wisdom (pannya law wicha), and have no fear of death; they conquer the forest world. They heal themselves with spiritual unity (thamma) when afflicted with illness during their ascetic practices. They subdue evil spirits and destroy the guardian spirit cults in every village they visit during their wanderings, converting them to Buddha’s teachings . . . They hold religious services morning and night and can cure illness by chanting sutras.33



 

These wandering teachers were not only known as reforming teachers and purveyors of a rational, canonical Buddhism but also as popular because of their superior healing powers. They didn’t destroy spirits, they converted them. Over time this is how these wandering monks have been valued in the northeast and throughout Thailand, as powerful healers and usurpers of the magical power previously associated with the Lao, Khmer, and Thai lay magicians. Included in the many published biographies of these Thammayut monks are stories of their practicing astral projection, visiting one another in dreams, using mind control to tame animals, and speaking with ghosts in the forest. Moreover, as a sign (nimitta) of their level of meditational achievement, their followers show that after they die often their bones crystallize.34

These monks were popular because they were active in solving local problems, not just because they were solitary meditators. Their amulets are valuable possessions for collectors and healers. Their statues, pictures, magical yantras, and relics are found in taxicabs, city bazaars, rural monasteries, and magicians altars throughout the country. Of course the history and controversies surrounding the wandering monastic Thammayut tradition of the northeast is not our central concern, but it is important to understand the complexity of how modern Buddhism is practiced and understood in Thailand. The lines between urban and forest monks, textual and popular Buddhism, precepts and magic, social activism and pure asceticism, central and periphery are always fluctuating. The state may have long arms, but its fingernails often get broken and dirty.

Somdet To did not grow up in the rural northeast, but his connection to the neighborhoods of Bangkhunphrom, Srapathum, and Wang Lang in Bangkok, combined with his mother’s supposed northern blood, are often invoked as giving him an early dose of rural knowledge. In fact, it is his mother’s status as a rural refugee that has given him as much stature as a powerful monk as his connections to King Rama I. In the nineteenth century, Bangkhunphrom, Srapathum, and Wang Lang were immigrant neighborhoods (they are still referred to as ban Lao, Lao neighborhoods, by many today). They were originally populated by refugees from the north who had fled there (especially so for Wang Lang) from the Burmese invaders, as well as by Lao and Khmer populations forcibly settled there by Siamese armies that had captured them during the frequent nineteenth-century wars along the Mekong. There is a large plaque posted at Wat Indrawihan in the Bangkhunphrom neighborhood that calls the area ban Lao. There is a painting of Somdet To surrounded by women with distinctive Lao-style skirts and hairstyles among the murals of Wat Indrawihan. In fact, Wat Indrawihan is named after a Lao prince, Chao Inthraram, who was one of the Lao forcibly settled in the neighborhood.35 Phra Arannik, Somdet To’s teacher there, was ethnic Lao. He was a famous meditation teacher and magician in Vientiane who had been resettled in Bangkhunphrom. He was made the abbot of Wat Bangkhunphrom Nok (now Wat Indrawihan). Today there is a large painting of Phra Arannik at Wat Indrawihan. It depicts him walking in the forest followed by a small group of lay supporters. In the background is the famous stupa and national symbol of Laos, That Luang, and a Lao-style monastery. The connection of Wat Indrawihan and Somdet To to Laos is not hidden. They are glorified by the purveyors of his lineage in modern Thailand. The prominent place of this painting at Wat Indrawihan seeks to reinforce Somdet To’s connection to Laos and Lao secret teachings.

Somdet To often spent time at Wat Pathum Wanaram (Wat Srapathum) during the reign of King Rama IV. He stayed there, a Thammayut monastery, as the king’s personal guest. Phra Ratchapandit, the senior secretary and assistant abbot of Wat Srapathum, well-known for his encyclopedic knowledge of Bangkok history, granted me an interview. He informed me that dozens of Lao Buddha images at Wat Srapathum (including the famous Luang Pho Soem, Luang Pho Saen, and Luang Pho Sai golden images) were taken from Vientiane after Siamese armies destroyed the city in 1827.36 Indeed, every document I have been able to find about Wat Srapathum promotes these images as Lao originals and a mark of pride and prestige, defying the common stereotype that Lao ancestry is considered low class and shameful.37 Somdet To was said to be quite fond of these images, further reinforcing his connection to the sacrality of the mystical Lao as well as to King Rama IV.38

When Somdet To was a student at Wat Rakhang (and later abbot) he had access to the largest collection of Lao and Thai manuscripts (composed in Tham and Khom scripts, respectively) in central Thailand. King Rama I had ordered manuscripts to be collected in the library of Wat Rakhang in order to edit, revise, and renew the Pali Tripiṭaka after the fall of Ayutthaya. One of Somdet To’s teachers, Somdet Phra Ariyawongyan Sri, was the head of this project, and although from the south, he translated and transcribed Lao- and Khomscript manuscripts.39 I spent many years studying these Lao, northern Thai, and northeastern Thai manuscript collections (many now held at the National Library), and an extremely large portion of them are protective and astrological texts.40 One monk, Phra Maha Narongsak Sophanasithi, who granted me several long interviews and provided me with many books, stated that the Lao monks who resided at the monastery when To was a boy taught him “secret Lao meditation” techniques and gave him recipes for making amulets. Somdet To’s amulet recipes often call for Lao herbs and flowers. Phra Maha Narongsak even believed that King Rama V’s power came from Somdet To, because he was the king’s Pali teacher when the king was a child. In these Pali lessons, Somdet To passed on Lao magical secrets! Phra Mahasomkiat at Wat Indrawihan has emphasized the power of Lao magic and stated that is why people came from all over the world to gain access to this protective power at Wat Indrawihan. Even the tallest Buddha image in Thailand, which Somdet To had commissioned, is rumored to be filled with Lao mystical drawings, herbs, and other mysterious “foreign” imports.41

Somdet To trained with not only Phra Arannik but also with several other rural magicians. These teachers are featured in several biographies and often in amulet trade magazines. Each connection Somdet To is said to have had to these individual teachers creates another lineage of prestige. The economies of entire monasteries and the careers of monks have been made thanks to their association with Somdet To. One of the most popular biographies is not a book or magazine, it is a feature film (more dramatization than documentary) of Somdet To’s life. The VCD is easily found and sold at several monasteries associated with Somdet To as well as in the amulet markets and religious bookstores for approximately ninety baht (less than three dollars). It has had many pressings, and a recent edition comes with a free amulet. This film spends a great deal of time on Somdet To’s teaching lineages and his magical training.42 It is worth an in-depth description because it is one of the most common ways Thai Buddhists come to know a biography of To and is thus more important for our purposes than supposedly more reliable but less-popular sources.

The film opens in 1788 with the abbot of Wat Rakhang suddenly stopping on his morning alms rounds. A smile grows on his face because he has a strange sense that something wonderful has happened. When he is asked by one of his students why he has stopped, he states that a great teacher has been born somewhere in the kingdom. Like an angelic herald, he was correct; the scene shifts to rural Ayutthaya, where baby To is born. The infant, holding a flower, is brought to Wat Bangkhunphrom, where he is called a bodhisatta with saksit (sacredness). As he grows up, a dizzying array of monasteries and teachers are associated with his training. He studies at Wat Yai Muang in Pichit Province, where he is seen protecting insects and developing compassion, it is said, for the lowliest of creatures. He studies meditation and Pali grammar as well. He is told that he must be both a phra kammatthan and a phra parian (meditation master and scholar-monk). He studies the Abhidhamma with the abbot of Wat Chainatbuli and then eventually is brought to Bangkok to study with Phra Achan Kaeo of Wat Bangkhunphrom Nok. He is trained to read palm-leaf manuscripts and also in herbal medicine and sacred healing. The typical montage of training sequences is presented to dramatic music. Years pass and the actors playing To change until he is a fully ordained monk in his twenties.

Here the film shifts from his training to his relationship with the laity. The theme of this section is attractiveness. First there is a humorous scene of a katoi (transvestite) falling in love with the young To during alms rounds. The man in woman’s clothing flirts with the young To every morning. To and another monk giggle a little but do not directly insult the transvestite. Instead it is a scene that promotes To’s dedication to his celibate vocation and compassion for the young man. The next scene is similar, showing a beautiful young woman who begins to fall in love with To as he goes on alms rounds in the morning. Despite his robes, the young lady, who is depicted as proper and polite, cannot help herself. Her love makes her swoon. She cannot sleep at night. She decides that she must reveal her true feelings. She visits him at the monastery accompanied by her father and stares at him seemingly unable to speak. Her father approves of her love and tells To that he can marry her if he gives up his robes. In a society that permits temporary ordination, this is not a shocking suggestion; however, To remains stoic and silent despite the young woman’s beauty and propriety. The girl leaves. That night, To is tempted by the woman. He takes a cold bath and then looks into a bowl of water (like a crystal ball). In the water he does not see his own reflection but that of the Buddha. He decides that he must remain a monk. The next morning the young woman gives him a jasmine flower and proclaims her love for him. He tells her that the only plant he desires is the bodhi tree of enlightenment. She cries and he chants Pali verses.

The film moves on to To’s training in the magical arts and to the long list of teachers associated with him. One teacher, Khru Ta Saeng of Wat Manichonlakhan in Lopburi Province, is particularly adept in incantations and meditation. His simple title, teacher, and the rural forested setting show that To is not simply a Bangkok monk trained in Pali but a student of the mysterious Lao and Khmer magical arts. Khru Ta Saeng teaches To to create a magical invisible and impenetrable cage around himself, his parents, his preceptor, and his teacher. In several scenes Khru Ta Saeng is depicted teaching the young To in the middle of the night surrounded by candles. In one instance, Khru Ta Saeng places four fresh human corpses on the floor in front of To.43 To is told to meditate while looking at the dead bodies. This spooky scene is punctuated by Khru Ta Saeng’s laughing maniacally like an evil genius (although he is never said to be teaching the “dark arts” or being anything but a Buddhist master). Then the young To is told to close his eyes and consider the nature of death. To’s muscles do not even twitch when Khru Ta Saeng suddenly bangs large bells near his head while he meditates. His trance grows deeper, and then he is instructed to chant in vernacular Thai “Tai nae tai nae” (Surely I will die, surely I will die). Then he chants that he will be a ghost and he cannot escape death. Death will come soon. All the while, Khru Ta Saeng has an approving, but sinister, smile.

In the next scene, Khru Ta Saeng takes To deep into the forest, and as it grows darker To loses his way. All of a sudden, right before To’s eyes Khru Ta Saeng vanishes! To is left alone at night in the forest, where he is tested for his ability to survive without fear. This fear of the forest at night is a common trope in Pali and Thai narratives. For example, in a story from the Pali Dhammapada-atthakathā monks are afraid and terrorized by tree spirits as they meditate at night in the forest. The Buddha gives them the incantation to chant to dispel their fears. The Khandha, Mora, Vatta, Ā[image: image]ānā[image: image]iya paritta texts, among others, are all used for physical protection.44 The biographies of the monks Achan Man Phuridato and Phra Achan Thet, among many others, both have lengthy scenes of the monks’ being afraid at night in the forest and overcoming those fears.45 To successfully meditates in the forest alone and then finds his way back to the monastery in the morning. Then To must fast for three days. At night they meditate together and chant the incantation “Bot Phra Narai Paet Rup” (The Eight Indras) and then the “108 gāthā” (108 verses). These incantations have become well-known in Thailand among those interested in magic. They are often chanted in a shortened form made up of syllables, which makes them undecipherable to the lay or untrained audience. Then he prostrates seven times and is told that these incantations will make everyone have attraction and lust for him (Thai saneha, Pali sineha). However, these incantations will be effective only if he possesses compassion. As he chants, special effects in the film show the room spinning, and all of a sudden To opens his eyes to see that he and his teacher have magically switched places. They morph into each other and Khru Ta Saeng states, “Khru Ta Saeng pen Khru To Khru To pen Khru Ta Saeng” (Saeng the teacher has become To the teacher, To the teacher has become Saeng the teacher). Then in an eerie moment, To laughs maniacally in Saeng’s voice. They have become one!46

Somdet To’s training with others is now complete. He has become his teachers and embodies their knowledge. The scene shifts and To is alone in the forest. It is a foggy night and he wanders away. He has taken on a dhuta[image: image]ga (Thai thudong) ascetic life of wandering alone in the forest.47 The next scene has To as an older man being called back to Bangkok from the forest by the new King Rama IV fifteen years later. King Rama IV (Mongkut), made famous in the West by the story of Anna and the king of Siam, had heard about To’s power and knowledge and wanted him to come to help the kingdom. Rama IV had been born of a noble mother and had been a monk for twenty-eight years himself. Indeed, most sources, including one Western observer, state that Somdet To was indeed a favorite of the new king. Since many viewers of the film would probably believe Somdet To was of royal blood, it would be entirely plausible that he would be seen as a key adviser to the new, very Buddhist, king.48

The film shows Somdet To taking over the abbotship of Wat Rakhang and being given the royal title of thepakawi (literally, “poet to the gods”) by King Rama IV, which is the third-highest rank a monk can receive. The abbotship of Wat Rakhang is significant. Wat Rakhang Ghositarama is the site of the first palace in Bangkok history on the Thonburi side of the Chao Phraya River. It is directly opposite the present-day Grand Palace. Its manuscript library, which still stands and was recently renovated, was the original home of King Rama I before the Grand Palace was built and the capital moved across the river. This is a fact that many people nowadays offer as strong evidence that To was the king’s son. He was made the abbot of the king’s old house! It is also the home of the first collected Pali Tripiṭaka of the Bangkok era, the first manuscript library in the city, the first modern Abhidhamma College, and the home temple of Bangkok’s first sangharat (the head of the entire Siamese Buddhist order). The simple monk who had wandered among the Lao and Khmer for three decades learning meditative and magical techniques had now, in the minds of many, returned home to take up his birthright as a prince among monks. His training was complete and he was now needed to protect his kingdom.

 

 

REWARDING THIEVES AND INSULTING KINGS: LIFE IN THE CAPITAL

 

Now that Somdet To was the abbot of Wat Rakhang, he lived directly across from King Rama IV. There are numerous stories about their visits to each other, as well as about Somdet To’s public life among the laity of Bangkok. Several of them are included in most major biographies and are depicted in the film dramatization about Somdet To’s life. Four short stories should suffice to demonstrate how they emphasize To’s ability to hobnob with royalty and still remain a common village monk.

One of the funniest stories is about theft. Somdet To is famous for helping thieves, drunkards, and abusive laity and monks reform themselves. One morning Somdet To was meditating in his small monastic cell (ku[image: image]i). He was so silent and still for so many hours that a local thief thought that no one was in the cell. He sneaked under the small structure, and since it was old there were many gaps and small holes in the wooden floor planks. He reached his hand through a gap and started groping around for items to steal. Since Somdet To was a favorite monk of King Rama IV he had many royal gifts on the floor. Somdet To saw this seemingly bodiless hand coming up through the floorboards, and instead of grabbing it and capturing the thief, he felt compassion for the foolish man. He started to place valuable royal gifts like silver betel nut sets, gold utensils, brass drinking bowls, and so on into the thief ’s hand. The thief just figured that Somdet To had so many things that he was easily grabbing the best stuff. This continued for a while until the thief had filled his bags. He started to crawl out from under the monastic cell but was having a lot of trouble carrying all his loot. He started placing the items one by one into his small canoe that he had dragged up onto the banks of the river near Somdet To’s cell. After he had loaded the canoe, it was so heavy that he could not drag it. He pulled and pulled but was getting nowhere when all of a sudden the canoe became much lighter and the thief found himself easily dragging it. He turned around and saw Somdet To himself pushing the canoe and helping the thief! The thief dropped his end of the canoe and screamed and started bowing and apologizing. Somdet To laughed and said, “If you need something, just come and ask me.” The thief became his disciple and gave up his life of stealing. Somdet To did not care about royal gifts. It is said that he used one of the expensive ceremonial fans King Rama IV had given him as a paddle for an old canoe.

Somdet To refused to use his royal titles like Phra Thepkawi and Somdet Phutthachan. In fact, he openly mocked himself and his titles. Like many stories from the Pali jātakas or the Dhammapada-atthakathā, which begin with the Buddha’s overhearing monks complaining, one story in the various Somdet To collections begins with To’s overhearing several monks complaining about another monk who was lazy and never went out on morning alms rounds. This lazy monk expected, because he was older, that the other monks should serve him. Somdet To heard the monks complaining about ranks and titles. The next morning, Somdet To led the alms rounds as usual, and as he approached the cell of the lazy old monk, he started yelling, “I am the Great Royal Somdet Phra Phutthachan To” over and over again. The lazy monk was woken from his sleep and shocked and embarrassed. Somdet To looked surprised when the old monk emerged from his cell and said, “Oh, since you do not need to go on alms rounds for yourself, you must have a higher rank than me, the Great Somdet Phra Phutthachan To.” The embarrassed monk bowed his head in shame. The next morning he stood at the back of the line near the young novices and went humbly on the alms rounds.

Eschewing royal gifts and titles was insubordinate, but Somdet To, it is said, was so respected and famous that he could directly insult a king in public. King Rama IV was crowned as absolute regent in 1851. He resided at the Grand Palace, and it is said that on his first day as king in his new house, he decided to throw a little lawn party on the banks of the river under the pavilion in front of his palace. Since he had been a monk for almost twenty-eight years, it is popularly told that he wanted to imbibe some fine spirits and spend time with a few of his consorts. The noise from this soiree bothered Somdet To across the river. Somdet To walked down to the bank of the river and climbed into a small canoe and started paddling to the Grand Palace. The king saw this and yelled out to him something to the effect of, “I gave you a high rank, you should not paddle your own small canoe, it is improper, where is your assistant and a proper vessel?” Somdet To precariously stood up in the center of his canoe in the middle of the river, and as the canoe rocked back and forth, he yelled back, “I figured since a king could act inappropriately and below his own rank, then all people in his kingdom could act any way they wanted to as well!” The king was so embarrassed by Somdet To’s pithy and biting response that he went inside and stopped drinking and cavorting in public.

This was not an isolated public censure of the monarch. There are several stories of Somdet To’s humiliating the king. It actually happened so frequently that many people believe that Somdet To must have been a blood relative of the king if he could speak so directly and acerbically in the presence of royalty, especially in a country famous for its lèse-majesté laws and the extreme deference shown to members of the royal family. I will relate only one other story to illustrate the great revelry that many followers of To take in telling these stories. It happened that one day, on the anniversary of King Rama IV’s ascendancy to the throne, he ordered that every royal monastery in the city construct a decorative boat to float past the Grand Palace in a beautiful flotilla. However, the king did not provide any funds for building these massive flower-filled barges. On the day of the flotilla the king and his entourage watched as barges floated gently past the palace, each more beautiful and ostentatious than the last. Finally, the last boat floated past. It was a tiny wooden canoe without decoration. In the canoe was a monkey sitting with a sign tied around its neck that read, “It is better to lose face than to lose robes” (which rhymes in Thai: taek na di kwa sia pa). The king was furious and demanded to know which monastery had sponsored this boat. It was indeed Wat Rakhang and its abbot Somdet To right across the river. The king summoned Somdet To to the palace to explain this insult. He calmly explained that the king had required monks to build floats for a flotilla; however, he had not provided any funding, and the monks are not allowed to raise money for themselves. It is improper to ask the laity to give money for things unrelated to teaching the dhamma (song tham) and spreading the religion (phoi phae sasana). Since the flotilla was unrelated to teaching the dhamma and the monks had no money for frivolous events such as this, they had only one option for raising the money—sell their robes.49 They decided that it would be better to lose face and be embarrassed in front of the king than to be naked! The king bowed his head and never again asked for monastic funds to be used for royal celebrations.

Somdet To dared to put himself not only above kings but also below drunkards, children, and hunters. One of the most popular stories about To comes from later in his life when he decided to take time off from being the abbot of Wat Rakhang and giving sermons in the royal court to wander in the forest and visit other monasteries. It is said that he went to Saraburi, Kampaengphet, Angthong, Kanchanaburi, Prachuab Khiri Khan, Singburi, and other provinces known for their farms and slow-flowing rivers. Many of these short trips were taken by To alone in his canoe. They are documented not only in stories but also by the images, amulets, and sermons he gave at monasteries. Today, many abbots and students claim that Somdet To visited their monasteries in the past and are excited to show off the images he left there. I went to several rural monasteries that To had supposedly visited. Somdet To is talked about by countless monks, nuns, and laypeople as if his footprints were still fresh. On one of these trips it is said he came across a small animal caught in a hunter’s trap in the forest. He felt compassion for the animal and released it. However, he also felt compassion for the hunter, and so he placed himself in the trap and waited for the hunter to return. When the hunter saw that he had caught an old monk, he was dumbfounded. Somdet To tells the hunter that he is giving himself as food to the village because the greatest dāna (gift) a person can give is her or his own body.50 The hunter puts down his rifle and releases Somdet To and vows to never hunt again, because he would rather kill himself than another sentient being.

In another story, a drunk man confronts Somdet To while the old monk is giving handwritten phra yan protective incantation cloths to villagers who are afraid of ghosts. The drunkard tells Somdet To that he is useless and tells him to leave the village. Before Somdet To can respond, the drunk throws a punch at his head (a terrible moral crime in Thailand). The fist magically passes through Somdet To’s head as if it were ghostly itself. The man runs away. The next day Somdet To is summoned to help cure a man who has been seriously injured. Somdet To is surprised to see it is the same man who tried to punch him the day before. He realizes that the man was drunk and that after he had run away from him was accosted by followers of Somdet To, who beat him to a bloody pulp. Somdet To is ashamed that his followers would use violence to defend his honor. He bows down below the injured drunkard and holds him gently like a parent holding a sick child. The drunkard cries and vows to change his life.

Other stories, in which Somdet To breaks up fights with deprecating jokes or magically helps children find lost toys, are also common. Sometimes he is angry and yells at younger monks or even the king. In some stories he humorously teases women gossiping in the monastery courtyard. In others he embraces a sick man. These stories, more than elevating Somdet To to superhuman status, actually often depict him crying or caressing people. In fact, they depict him as quite human, emotional, humorous, and personable. In one scene, he holds and gently comforts a child (the future famous monk Somdet Phra Phutthakhosachan Chaloen) because he is afraid of Mae Nak. Then Somdet To (whom the novice affectionately calls Grandfather) tells the novice that if he is afraid he can sleep next to him. They defy the image of the ideal Theravada Buddhist monk as distant, detached, calm, and either meditating alone in a cave or walking silently in a forest. However, Somdet To is not an anomaly. Famous Thai monks from the past and present, like Phra Phayom, Luang Pho Khun, Phra Wachiramethi, are often lauded for their ability to tell jokes, comfort followers, and cleverly trick and deflect detractors and naysayers.51 Somdet To is not depicted as slowly detaching himself from society over time. He does not fade away into a nibbanic trance in a cave but becomes more and more invested in the future of his students and his nation.

 

 

DEATH WITHOUT A BODY: PHOTOGRAPHS AND FUNERARY VOLUMES

 

Returning to the film biography of Somdet To’s life we can see and hear how his followers imagine and come to know his emotional life in Technicolor and Dolby sound clarity. The final stages of his life begin in the film with a dramatic scene. Somdet To is sitting with young novice students and other followers in his cell and receives news that his dear teacher, Khru Ta Saeng, has passed away. He is handed the relic bones and his face wilts. The actor playing Somdet To, Udom Singmoli, demonstrates his range by sobbing uncontrollably. It is an emotionally draining scene in which between gasps of breath and through tears Somdet To has flashbacks to his training and youth and proclaims sadly that his teacher’s “battles” (rop) are now over. Emotionally and physically drained, as if his teacher and he were truly bound together, Somdet To begins his own slow descent into death.

Soon Somdet To is seen gathering his students around him. He names Luang Pho That the new abbot of Wat Rakhang (which is extremely important for the history of Wat Rakhang and the amulet trade, as Luang Pho That supervised the making of some very valuable amulets and learned the magical technique from Somdet To) and tells them that he must leave the monastery for a while and prepare for death. Several scenes of him making amulets follow; a bird is filmed flying into a setting sun with gentle music playing in the background. The final scene has him giving an amulet to a young novice named Thammathawon (Samanen Chang), who would later become famous for making his own amulets because of his association with Somdet To. Next to the novice is Luang Pho That and another novice, most likely one named Chuang, who would also become well-known, an older, unnamed layman, and most likely an actor supposed to be representing Phra Achan Kham of Wat Amarin (a close friend of Somdet To’s). There are five men in front of Somdet To as he lies down on a raised wooden platform with his head on a simple pillow. Behind him are five Buddha images. This is a subtle but important image. The historical Buddha is often depicted as surrounded by five disciples on his deathbed (although he is also occasionally depicted surrounded by crowds). Having five men kneeling in front of To invokes the death of the Buddha. Since five Buddha images also look down at To, it suggests that To will be a future Buddha. In Thailand, it is commonly believed that there are five Buddhas in this epoch, including the historical Buddha. The five are commonly depicted in cloth paintings, murals, and modern paper posters. Without claiming enlightenment for Somdet To, it suggests that either he is enlightened and will become a Buddha after death or that he will be reborn only one more time and walk in the next life as a living Buddha. His last word to the disciples is anicchang (Pali anicca[image: image], “impermanence”).

The scene shifts to one that is not at all subtle. It is well-known to anyone who has ever lived in Thailand. The filmmakers attempt to closely replicate a scene taken from a combination of two of the most well-known and replicated photographs in Thai history. The photographs, which are also depicted in murals, in the National Wax Museum, and sold in poster form in every major Buddhist bookstore and ritual implement shop in the country, are of Somdet To. They are two of the oldest photographs in Thailand. They were most likely taken by Robert Lenz, a German photographer who ran the largest studio in Siam in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.52 In both, the eighty-five-year-old Somdet To is photographed sitting on a raised dais. In one his eyes are closed and he is meditating in a very distinct way—his hands are curled into fists and he has them stacked one on top of the other as if he were holding a sword against his chest. The first photograph was taken on June 24, 1872, at Wat Indrawihan (which is strange because one brochure at Wat Rakhang states that Somdet To died on June 22). He sits in a half-lotus position on top of a dais surrounded by flowers, candles, and incense sticks. In the first photograph there are two novices standing erect as if guarding him from behind the dais. In front of the dais are two laymen facing each other with two offering bowls in front of them. In the bowls are huge mounds of amulets that To has just finished making covered by a small cloth. The laymen are dressed in simple loincloths. However, in the film depiction, the two novices are missing and the two laymen are replaced with two senior monks in attendance. These monks are taken from the second famous photograph. This photograph was taken in 1867 in the Thonburi district of Ban Chang Lo (about seven blocks from Wat Rakhang) when Somdet To was giving a private sermon at a patron’s home. However, in the second photograph Somdet To is seen with his eyes closed holding a palm-leaf manuscript. In the first photograph are Phra Khru Platmit of Wat Rakhang and Phra Achan Kham of Wat Amarin. But in the film, it is Luang Phu That (the abbot at Wat Rakhang after Somdet To) and an unnamed monk. By combining elements of these two famous photographs into one film image, the director is able to invoke the reverence of a famous historical moment and add some documented fact into a film that has largely dramatized stories whose veracity could be questioned.53 It also helps to elevate the position of Luang Pho That and his lineage. In the final scene of the film, viewers are reminded of these two famous and genuine photographs of Somdet To and thus left with an impression that all they have seen is simply a series of historical facts. Since the film has scenes of the ghost Mae Nak, Somdet To performing miracles, magical shape-shifting monks, and events not corroborated by physical proof, it is important to leave the impression that the director has merely put history into the film. Since the narrator never cites conflicting evidence or uses the Thai equivalent of phrases like “some people believe” or “many doubt,” it is implicitly suggested that everything the viewer has seen is as true as a photograph. The veracity of Somdet To’s history is rarely doubted even though there are dozens of conflicting accounts, dates, and names. However, the historicity or historicalness of his life is important for the miracles attributed to him after death. Certainly many doubt, but in general my interviews revealed a passive desire to believe, especially since these miracles involve personal and national protection. After all, many confided in me, “there is no harm in believing.”

Just as there is mystery surrounding Somdet To’s birth, there is also much mystery surrounding his cremation. This is not unheard of, but a bit strange. There are other famous monks, probably the best known being Achan Man Phuridato, whose death is a mystery. It is said that he simply disappeared near the end of his life into the forests of Laos.54 Many believe that he became an enlightened arhat. However, most monks’ cremations are well documented. In fact, they are the most documented events, because this is the occasion in Thailand for distributing memorial amulets, books, fans, and other items to those attending the cremation. One could argue that from the late nineteenth century until very recently most Buddhist texts published in Thailand were inspired by the cremation of a monk or layperson.55 The National Library’s Buddhist studies section is filled primarily with cremation volumes. The introductions to these volumes nearly always include photographs of the deceased, a four-to-five-page biography, a list of accomplishments (academic degrees, military ranks, and so on), and letters from important people (like members of the military, government, sangha, or royal family) eulogizing the particular person. These short biographies are a great, untapped source of Thai intellectual, social, and cultural history. The texts that follow these letters, biographies, litanies, and photographs can vary from reprintings of well-known poetry collections to secondary historical works, royal chronicles, novelettes, and the like. The families of most lower- and middle-class Thais cannot afford to produce, print, and distribute these funeral volumes for their deceased relatives; however, when a member of the Thai economic or social elite is cremated, distributing a cremation volume is de rigueur. High-ranking monks nearly always have cremation volumes produced in their honor. Often they are printed at the monasteries themselves. However, Somdet To, one of the highest-ranking monks of his day and the most famous monk in Bangkok history, does not have a cremation volume.

There are several cremation volumes that have been distributed at other people’s funerals that reprint biographies of Somdet To or offer new studies of his life and works. They are compiled largely from other biographies but presented as a new work. The biography of Somdet To by Thipkosa has been reprinted numerous times. The one most commonly cited by scholars was supposedly written by Phra Khru Kalyananukun and was distributed at the cremation of Mrs. Thong Yu Hiranpradit in 1986.56 In the introduction it states that Phra Khru Kalyananukun had long been a dedicated follower and had modeled his life after Somdet To’s, although he does not state why. He was born in 1900, so he could not have met his idol. The author of this 1986 introduction never claims that Phra Khru Kalyananukun actually wrote this history of Somdet To, but he does claim that he spent years studying his work. He was so dedicated to Somdet To that he helped build a pavilion in his honor on the grounds of Wat Rangsri in northern Bangkok (one of the largest cremation centers in Thailand, with a large, modern incinerator, and still a popular place to bow down to a large image of Somdet To).57 The introduction includes photographs of these various buildings and images of Somdet To.

This is a good example of how the Somdet To movement has grown in Thailand, one monk, one layperson at a time dedicating themselves to sponsoring buildings, texts, and images of a person they never met and who, they claim but never state definitively why, inspired them. This is not a top-down movement concocted by the elite to manipulate the masses. It is a participatory, rhizomatic movement that is sustained and fueled by many different entrepreneurs, fans, and students from various backgrounds and classes. Even though they are idiosyncratically produced in honor of laypeople, monks, and nuns, these cremation volumes, printed for free distribution, are not necessarily limited in their readership. There is great social capital produced, but not much actual, if any, economic capital. For example, the Kittikhun lae Phra Barami Somdet Phra Phutthachan To Wat Rakhang lae Wat Indrawihan was freely distributed at a funeral in 1986 and had 2,100 copies printed funded by three laymen and one laywoman and composed by a committee of local scholars led by Mr. Samat Khongsat. Such cremation volumes in addition to the hundreds of shorter biographies included in inexpensive amulet trade magazines or pamphlets distributed freely at monasteries allow great access to the many lives of Somdet To.

Despite their preponderance, it is not necessarily strange that Somdet To did not have a volume distributed at his own cremation. In fact, the oldest cremation volume I have been able to find is from 1894. Somdet To died in 1872. The first printing press in Thailand was started in 1836 by a Christian missionary, and it was not until the 1860s that books were being printed by Thais in the Thai script.58 However, what is strange is that we have almost no information on his actual death and cremation. This is usually the one event in a monk’s life, especially a royally supported, high-ranking one, that we have significant details about. Many scholars that I have interviewed have also been perplexed by the lack of information on Somdet To’s cremation.59 There are actually very few sources besides the film and a few biographies that mention his death (but not his cremation). It is said in one biography that he died of a kidney disease. A beautiful hardback biography of Somdet To contains one page about his death and states simply that he died of the “disease of old age” (rok charaphap).60 Anand Amantai’s large biography of 2000 provides details on nearly every aspect of Somdet To’s life but conspicuously leaves out reference to his death and cremation.61 Most biographies gloss over or fail to even mention the fact of this famous monk’s death. The film merely has one monk stating, “We cannot figure out what this disease you have is.” He died at Wat Indrawihan, where he supposedly was first a student as a child and where the statues of his mother and “father” are located. The abbot of Wat Indrawihan, Phra Ratcharatanaphon, told me that he had died in a small sala (pavilion) near the front of the monastery, but that sala was torn down in the 1980s to make room for a parking lot. That is about all we know. Why would every minor aspect of his life be recorded but the actual site of his deathbed be bulldozed to make way for a parking lot? This is strange because the value of Somdet To’s bone, hair, fingernail, and so forth collected from the cremation ashes, as well as pieces of his robes, bowl, and walking stick would all be valuable in the religious paraphernalia markets of Thailand, as well as collected by museums and sold on eBay. For famous monks there are often records of cremations contained in royal chronicles, letters, and the like. Other important cremations have been recorded by the numerous foreign officials, teachers, and merchants living in Bangkok in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. However, there is nothing about Somdet To that I have been able to find in any public or private record. Even scholar-monks, including the abbots, at Wat Rakhang and Wat Indrawihan claim that they do not know where Somdet To’s relics (ashes, bones, hair) are kept. There are thousands of small reliquary boxes interred in the stupas and walls of both monasteries. Not one is the focus of worship as the remains of Somdet To.

Many writers, including Samat Khongsat, and I believe that the mystery surrounding his cremation is similar to that surrounding his conception. If we do not know where or by whom he was conceived and we do not know when his body was ignited, then no one can claim exclusive ownership of his lineage, his bloodline, or his physical relics. He has the possibility of being a teacher for all Buddhists in Thailand and beyond. Moreover, the mystery of his own relics creates a great deal of healthy speculation in the market for his amulets. The relics of Somdet To are something often in the back of the mind of many amulet dealers and consumers. Could they actually exist? If so, what would their value be, both economically and magically? It is also a common belief in Thailand that the bones of enlightened monks (or those who are nearing enlightenment) will turn into crystal when they are burned on a funeral pyre. I have seen many crystallized (or supposedly crystallized) bones, including those of the teacher of my teacher, who showed them to me in 1994 in rural northeastern Thailand. Thousands of examples can be seen in monastery museums and in display cases, and they are often held in small aluminum or acrylic containers by monks, who pull them out to show their friends, students, and families when they are sitting casually and recalling the lives of their mentors. If his followers had knowledge of Somdet To’s cremation, then they would certainly want to know if his bones had crystallized. The inability to check and the lack of eyewitnesses add to the sacredness of this monk. The power is in the not-knowing. Great monks do not die, they simply fade away.

 

 

THE WHY OF SOMDET TO

 

The German traveler Adolf Bastian is the only known foreigner to provide an eyewitness description of Somdet To. He provides solid evidence that Somdet To has not merely become famous over time but was renowned throughout Bangkok before widespread printing, film, photography, and the Internet. In his 1863 account, he writes as follows:

 


I was told [by the abbot of Wat Borworniwet, a well-known Pali grammarian and one of the highest-ranking monks of the Thammayut sect] that the very paragon of religious knowledge [in Siam] was the abbot of Vat Rakhang (monastery of the bells), one Achan To [Somdet To], and so I spent my first free time introducing myself to him. He received me with great reserve and I soon worked out from his rather unfriendly disposition that this old gentleman belonged to the strictly conservative school, which would very much like to boot foreigners and their reformist ideas out of the country. Even before we managed to end the first compliments, he had found an opportunity to disappear into one of the back private quarters of his house from which he did not emerge anymore. Instead, he sent his favorite pupil to work our discussion points with me . . . A few weeks later . . . Phra Klang, or Minister of Finance, had invited us to a celebration that would take place in the evening at his residence. There we found everything richly decorated, and a select company had gathered . . . Some famous preachers made an appearance one after the other to lecture the gathering, and among them was “my friend” from Rakhang monastery. In pompous language he celebrated the superiority of the true faith, the profound wisdom of the Buddha, and the unfathomable depth of Buddhism’s learned secrets, and then he hacked into the foreign barbarians, who came into the country believing that this priceless source of wisdom would also be accessible to them. The fools! How could they hope that their blind eye and their hardened heart, unprepared by a monk’s vows or by the silence of life in the monastery and meditation in solitude, could be receptive to an understanding of the highest and holiest! . . . In this celebration, as always on such occasions, the gifts offered to the priests were encircled by a long robe, which was tied at one end to a Buddha statue, so as to be charged with magical power. During the lecture the Phra Klang knelt in front of the speaking abbot, pouring water from a golden bowl, and afterwards he handed over a new monk’s robe, which was connected by white cloth to this consecrated circle . . . The first preachers at the celebration had limited themselves to reciting Pali sentences, to which they added Siamese translations . . . When his excellency (chao khun) from the monastery of the bells took to the pulpit a freely improvised speech in doggerel verses followed, and the Pali book that he held in his hand was not even opened. For the most part it was a real haranguing sermon, filled with crude fun and popular song, everything in the most easily grasped, popular dialect, which was also duly appreciated and laughed at by the audience. In his introduction he remarked that it was the custom at occasions like these to recite Pali prayers, but that this time he would like to stray away practice and speak—in such words that could also be clearly understood by the common man—about the evil of mankind’s traditional enemies, constituted by these three basic vices: moha (stupidity or the error of one’s ways) dosa (anger), and lobha (greed) . . . and insistently advised them to give up their hopeless attempts. He knew very well the priceless goods that they planned to load their ships with, but their wish would remain unfulfilled.62



 

I include Bastian’s lengthy description of his meeting with Somdet To because it points out some important reasons Somdet To was considered the “very paragon of religious knowledge” and why he is held up as the greatest monk in central Thailand’s history. It helps us begin to answer the question, Why is this monk so famous? with which I started the chapter. Bastian’s account highlights four points that have been slowly made evident throughout this chapter.

 

 

NATIONAL PROTECTION

 

Somdet To is often lauded, and from Bastian’s words it seems justifiable, for being a defender of Siam (Thailand). In fact, it seems as if he was explicitly jingoistic. Somdet To gave sermons throughout central and northeastern Thailand over his sixty-six-year monastic career. We can imagine that the nationalistic rant Bastian heard was not the only time he addressed this issue. Furthermore, this attitude is reflected in the way his life has been told and the miracles that he is believed to have directly caused since his physical death in 1872. Indeed, one documentary film and the murals at Wat Indrawihan depict a scene in which Somdet To meets two Christian missionaries outside the gates of Wat Rakhang. He outwits them by asking them where the center of the world is. When they seem confused by the question, he states that since they believe the world is round the center is wherever a person decided it was. The jai khlang (heart, center) was “right here” (ni lae) because the center was simply a matter of perspective. In Somdet To’s perspective, clearly the center of the world was Siam.63

Somdet To’s association with national protection and national pride can best be seen in his association with defeating the French. Any student of Thai history knows the year 1893 and the famous Paknam Incident. This is when Siam experienced its first real threat of colonization. While Siam’s neighbor countries had already succumbed to colonial power, Siam remained unoccupied by foreign military forces. However, in 1893 French gunboats trolled up the Chao Phraya River into the waters of Bangkok. The French retreated without a battle; the Siamese army was never fully mobilized. The reason that Siam was not attacked that day and the larger reason why it remained the only nonofficially colonized nation in Southeast Asia is generally attributed to the diplomatic efforts of King Rama V (Chulalongkorn) and the fact that the British and French found it more advantageous to keep a Siamese buffer state between them and simply exploit the country economically.

However, numerous fans of Somdet To told me a completely different reason why the French gunboats did not fire their deck canons that day in 1893. The story often told was most clearly related by Nat, a seller of religious books and amateur history buff in Bangkok. Although some details changed, his story was retold in largely similar ways by dozens of others, including several monks and laypeople especially at several monasteries along the river. Nat’s story tells that in 1893 when the gunboats started approaching the Grand Palace several laypeople and monks rushed to Wat Rakhang and Wat Chayasongkhram on opposite sides of the river. They knew that before he died Somdet To had buried several valuable amulets underneath two large stupas. Somdet To, many believed, had commanded a certain group of followers to go to these large stone stupas (which can still be seen on the grounds of these monasteries) and chant a protective chant, the Jinapañjara gāthā, continuously. This chanting empowered by these buried amulets would create a powerful magical barrier across the river and defend the city. The French gunboats were supposedly magically repelled by the chanting and the amulets. Other versions of the story, and one depicted in the film about Somdet To’s life, has him going out on a canoe alone right before his death and dumping thousands of amulets into the river in the area between Wat Rakhang and Wat Indrawihan. In the film he stands up after he has dumped the amulets and chants the Jinapañjara gāthā four times while facing north, south, east, and west, in order.64

This is not the only story in which Somdet To is said to protect the country after his death. Parts of central Thailand were occupied by Japanese military garrisons between 1942 and 1945. Although there was never a massive Japanese presence in Thailand, many Thais were forced into slave labor for the Japanese war machine. The fact that Bangkok was never massively bombed by Japanese or Allied forces and the major palaces and monasteries remained largely undamaged is held by many Thais as lucky, but by others, especially fans of Somdet To and other famous monks, as a direct result of their protective magical practices. In particular, I was told by a monk named Sirisak and a layperson named Pat that during the bombing of Bangkok in 1943, Somdet To was seen levitating in the sky above the city and that his presence deflected bombs away from important monasteries and the palace. This story, which was not corroborated by many others, is similar to stories about two other famous Thai monks, Luang Pho Chat and Luang Pho Chong, who are also said to have magically protected the city from falling bombs.

The Thai historian Chalong Soontravanich has noted that amulets, those of Somdet To being the most famous, in general have been connected with national protection in the twentieth century. Well before the Japanese threat, in 1902 soldiers from Bangkok stopped at Wat Tha Maprang in Phitsanulok in north-central Thailand to search for amulets buried under a famous reliquary. They found old amulets, it is said, and wore them around their necks to protect themselves in a battle with Shan rebels near the border of Burma and northern Thailand. These amulets, called ngiao thong puen, like Somdet To’s amulets, have become sought after in the present-day amulet trade and are still believed to be able to protect the borders of the country.65 Sika Ang (pseud.) and Soraphon Sophitkun, two writers of popular amulet histories, often recount stories of national protection in weekly columns in newspapers like Thai rath and in amulet trade magazines. During the American war in Vietnam, many American soldiers stationed at bases in Thailand actively sought amulets from their fellow Thai soldiers. Richard Ruth notes in a number of interviews he conducted with these former Thai soldiers, for example, that American soldiers were interested in a particular amulet, the Phra Chinarat Indochine, originally pressed in 1942 to protect Thailand from Japanese attack. This amulet, depicting one of the most famous Buddha images in the country, the Phra Phuttha Chinarat image from Phisanulok in northern Thailand, was consecrated by the sangharat at Wat Suthat in Bangkok and given to military officers for the explicit purpose of protecting them and their troops. By the time of the American war in Vietnam, possessing one of these amulets was considering especially auspicious, as it provided invulnerability from bullets, mortar shells, and the like. One of Richard Ruth’s interviewees recalled the following:

 


There were some farangs [foreigners] who came and asked me for amulets. They said, “Thailand number one Buddha!” So I gave them some . . . When we had nothing to do we would sit around and drink beer together. We’d meet in the PX and shake hands, and they’d ask for Buddha amulets.66



 

The association of amulets and physical and national protection was not a mere pastime and cultural oddity. It was and is an intensely detailed practice. It is a practice of which Somdet To is considered the greatest master in Thai history. In fact, the only known copy of Somdet To’s own handwriting comes from a mulberry-paper manuscript that was found in 1953 by Lamun Sutakhamo, an assistant to the abbot of Wat Rakhang, in an old pile of books. It is an amulet recipe book. Regardless of the effectiveness or origins of these incantations, drawings, recipes, and rituals, we can easily see that Somdet To and the Jinapañjara defend the country and cures illnesses.

In the 1970s, Somdet To was elevated again to a protector of the country by one of the most politically influential military leaders in the country. Suchat Kosonkittiwong, a spirit medium working in Bangkok, started the Pusawan (or sometimes known as Hupphasawan) movement. He claimed to be the medium for the consciousnesses (luk winyan) of three bodhisattas, Luang Phu Tuat (the most famous monk from southern Thailand, who lived in the late Ayutthayan period and whose following in southern Thailand is comparable to Somdet To’s in central Thailand), Mahaphrom Chinapanchon (Mahābrahma Jinapañjara, an Indian Brahman who lived at the time of the historical Buddha), and Somdet To.67 The significance of the name Jinapañjara will become evident in chapter 2. Suchat believed that Somdet To was the reliever of the psychological suffering of the Thai people (while Luang Phu Tuat relieved their physical suffering and Jinapañjara protected Thai rituals and made amulets and other objects powerful). He started a foundation called the Munithi Chinnaphuto and said that these three powerful beings had called on him to save Thailand from communism and renew Buddhism during this age of decline. He even claimed that Somdet To and Luang Phu Tuat were actually twenty-five-hundred-year-old bodhisattas who had lived at the time of the Buddha! His teachings were taken up in the late 1970s by military generals who were eager to combat the left-leaning democratic movements that had been successful in overturning dictatorial military rule between 1973 and 1976. Prominent generals, a former deputy prime minister, high-ranking businessmen, the army commander in chief, and many other members of the conservative elements of the Bangkok elite were regular visitors to Suchat’s headquarters in Ratchaburi Province. Many of these elites had lost their power with the rise of the left, and Peter Jackson argues that Suchat’s movement was seen as an avenue to a possible regaining of their power. Suchat’s influence had started to wane by 1981 as his practices became increasingly bizarre. He started building statues of Jesus Christ, the Virgin Mary, the future Buddha Metteya, Shiva, Ganesh, Kuan Im (Chinese Guanyin, Sanskrit Avalokiteśvara, a bodhisattva generally associated with Tibetan and East Asian Buddhist traditions), and the former Thai kings Taksin and Rama I. He even visited the former Soviet Union and the United States to meet politicians interested in contributing to what he saw as his universal peace mission. These bold moves were all trumped by his claim that Somdet To and Luang Phu Tuat had told him that the king of Thailand (Rama IX) should abdicate the throne and form his own political party and become prime minister. This was the last straw, and he was discredited and a warrant was issued for his arrest. He fled the police for several years before being found in 1987. Although Suchat was discredited, the fame of Somdet To, his signature protective chant, which in many ways Mahābrahma Jinapañjara embodied, and Luang Phu Tuat retained their status.68

In 2002 Wat Indrawihan built a new pavilion dedicated to Somdet To. Its supervisor, Nikorn, told me that the pavilion had been built for the sake of national well-being. At one end is a statue of Somdet To, in the middle is a replica of the famed Emerald Buddha, facing Somdet To, and on the west side of the room is a twenty-five-foot-high painting of Somdet To overlooking the Emerald Buddha (this is the reverse of the practice at most Thai shrines, where the statues or photographs of monks are always smaller and sit below the main Buddha image). When one kneels in front of the Buddha, which is the first thing a Buddhist does upon entering the pavilion, one sees Somdet To peering down on the Buddha and oneself. Surrounding the room are a series of six twelve-foot-high plaques with the Jinapañjara gāthā painted on them in different scripts—Khmer, Lao, northern Thai (Lanna), Devanagari (Indian), Roman, and Burmese. These scripts represent the scripts of the nations surrounding Thailand (Malaysia’s national script is Roman). Somdet To’s signature incantation is projected out to Thailand’s neighbors and creates a magical barrier around the room and the nation.

For a nation, a religion, and a people famous for being friendly and welcoming, modern Thai Buddhism often does not represent the stereotype of the Land of Smiles. Somdet To is not famous for being a promoter of the unity of humankind or the equality of all religions. He saw his practice of Buddhism as a superior technology and became a hero to many Thai people after the Asian financial crisis in 1997, the Thai embassy burning in Cambodia in 2004, the military coup of 2006, and during the continuing Islamic insurgency that has claimed thousands of lives. As Bastian showed, he warned in 1863 against the Siamese becoming slaves to foreign gold and creeds. His message still reaches a captive audience today.

Buddhism linked with national protection is not entirely new, though. Siam changed its name to Thailand in 1939, several years after the change from an absolute monarchy to a constitutional monarchy in 1932. Since that time the state has sought to gain more direct control over the sangha than had been the case during the absolute monarchy. In 1934 an independent government committee was established to examine sangha finances, and in 1941 the new Sangha Act effectively gave the government control over internal sangha organization and executive offices. The various military and elected governments over the past sixty years have generally asserted that the sangha should play a more “practical” role in modern Thai society and become more “socially engaged.” This social engagement promoted by many Thammayut monks, the government, Christian missionaries, and Western critics of the sangha led the two major monastic universities to institute programs in which urban, educated monks would provide social services for the poor, especially in the north, northeast, and south. The role of the monastery in health and education was seen as part of the original vision of the Buddha, even though there were no monasteries at the time of the Buddha and textually it could be argued that nuns and monks in early Buddhism were encouraged not to be socially engaged. In 1966 Mahachulalongkorn Monastic University stated that its students should provide “voluntary social services, both material and spiritual, for the welfare of the community, such as giving advice and help in the event of family problems and misfortunes.” Monks from these universities were assigned to be teachers in rural areas, volunteers in hospitals, and to assist in community economic development. They also established numerous new monastic schools that were designed to prepare rural students for future training at the monastic universities in the city and disseminated textbooks printed for urban monastic students. The universities provided training courses to prepare their “volunteer” students. The monks sent out were also part of the nation-building process aimed at including the rural areas in the north, northeast, and south. This became an anticommunist movement when the Department of Religious Affairs sent thammadut (envoys of the dhamma) to the northeast to spread Buddhist teachings and help with rural development. Most monks were sent to the northeast, the place of most communist activity and ethnic Lao residents. A report of their progress in 1969 confirmed their role in combating communist activity, which they believed “caused the people great suffering.” These monks were working side by side with anticommunist government policies and the U.S. military, which had thousands of troops stationed in the region. Monks were also involved in helping the government pacify and incorporate hill tribes and Muslim populations in the north and south of the country.

In fact, it could be argued that Thai Buddhism is becoming less open today than it was in Bastian’s time in the mid-1860s. In June 2007, I attended a rally and hunger strike in front of the national parliament building, where five monks were sitting in coffins fasting in order to demand that the new constitution include a provision naming Buddhism as the national religion.69 This movement has gained mass popularity, especially in response to the growing Islamic insurgency in southern Thailand. Perhaps the most popular living monk in Thailand is Luang Pho Khun in Nakhon Ratchasima Province in northeastern Thailand. He is renowned for blessing Thai Royal Air Force fighter jets and Royal Army tanks with holy water and incantations. There are often rituals of blessing soldiers and handing them amulets in Thailand today.

Indeed, Somdet To himself was a child of border wars. Many biographers/ hagiographers agree that he was born either in Ayutthaya to a refugee mother who had fled Thai-Burmese battlegrounds in the border area of Kampaengphet or during the conflict in Kampaengphet. These scholars firmly locate the young To in battle zones. Many believe that he was sired by a general fighting along the border. Somdet To fled to Ayutthaya and then to Bangkhunphrom (Bangkok), and it is suggested that he also spent some time in Samut Sakhon on the coast south of Bangkok as a refugee. The Bangkhunphrom neighborhood he grew up in in Bangkok from at least the age of fourteen was populated by Lao refugees. He was a student of the Wat Rakhang monastic school in the Lao and Khmer refugee neighborhood of Wang Lang. He most likely died among the then wellestablished Lao community of Bangkhunphrom. He grew up seeing the effects of wars. Furthermore, his life is told in many ways as a parallel to the life of Bangkok and the Chakri dynasty. Even if he was not actually the biological son of King Rama I, his biography starts in that reign soon after the burning of the previous Siamese capital of Ayutthaya. He was involved in the lives of King Ramas I, II, IV, and V. He was the son of a liberator, the adviser to a modernizer, and teacher to a defender. He was considered the paragon of religious knowledge as Bangkok grew from a small refugee settlement to a huge capital city. Reading Somdet To’s biographies reminds people of the early struggle and eventual glory of Siam. Somdet To is depicted as having contributed to and protected that glory. This is often contrasted to the demise and eventual colonization of neighboring Burma, Laos, Malaysia, and Cambodia. Thanks to Somdet To, Thailand alone remained free. The love and respect fans show to Somdet To is partly, I believe, rooted in nostalgia for an imagined time when Bangkok was regal, free, new, and wealthy, before tourists, the IMF, the World Bank, the Vietnam War, military coups, and Islamic insurgencies.

 

 

A MONK FOR ALL PERSUASIONS: PARTICIPATORY NATIONALISM AND ASSOCIATIVE FAME

 

Another reason that Somdet To was so famous when alive and grows more famous as years pass is because he represents the everyman in Thailand. His qualities are respected by all classes, Buddhist lineages, women and men, and liberals and conservatives. Bastian noted, like most Thai Somdet To biographers, that he was a Pali scholar. In fact, Bastian was recommended to meet with Somdet To by a Thammayut Nikai lineage (Somdet To was in the Mahanikai lineage) Pali grammarian.70 Somdet To studied with well-known Pali scholars like Phra Achan Kaeo and Phra Achan Horathibodhi at Wat Rakhang and at Wat Mahathat, two of the oldest monastic schools in Bangkok. He is continually lauded, as we will see more fully in chapter 3, for his skills not only in reading and chanting in Pali but also in composing Pali texts, the highest mark of a Pali scholar. Today his photograph hangs in the monastic university library of Mahachulalongkorn Monastic University. All the biographies agree that he was a special child. He was known to have great mnemonic powers and could chant thousands of verses in Thai and Pali without textual aid. In other stories it is said that he was the favorite monk of King Rama IV, the great Westernizer and centralizer of Thai Buddhism, founder of the Thammayut lineage, who called for a return to the canon and to strict interpretations of the Pa[image: image]imokkha (a book of precepts for monks). He was, supposedly, the only monk who openly debated King Rama IV on doctrine and practice. He was called to chant Pali at royal funerals and was put in charge of the royal Pali library. His laudatory epigraphs speak to his intellectual acumen, scholarly skills, and liturgical expertise. In a recent documentary on his life, he is referred to as “ariyasong phu pen brach haeng paendin siam” (the noble and erudite sage of Siam), and he is described in Pali as “mahāsañño mahāpañño mahālābho mahāyaso” (one possessed of great perception, great wisdom, great fortune, and great fame).71

In addition to his Pali skills, which were generally held only by the elite in Siam in the nineteenth century and are still rare among monks today, he was also associated with royalty. He was not simply a hired hand for royalty when they needed a skilled liturgist and scholar; he was a royally sponsored novice and later recipient of the very high royal titles phra maha khun, thepakawi, and somdet phra phutthachan. Most monks would never dream of obtaining even one of these titles in their lifetime. As mentioned, he is believed to have been the son of King Rama I (and sometimes of King Rama II), he was the Pali instructor to Thailand’s most beloved king, Rama V.72

However, Somdet To is not characterized as bookish, elite, or aloof in most Thai biographies. He is referred to as “khru To” (simple teacher To). Bastian noted that he spoke in the crude vernacular of the commoners and that he joked and acted without proper deference in front of high-ranking officials. In the few sermons we have, he employs a coarse lexicon and peppers his homilies with somewhat abrasive and loutish jokes. Popular legends promote his acting downright bristly and obnoxiously to the king himself! He eschewed royal titles, is often depicted sitting in a simple wooden monastic cell or wandering among rural villages. In the film version of his life he openly jokes around with women in the market and puts is head below that of a drunkard. He does not simply stoically meditate on a raised dais but paddles his own dilapidated canoe and sits on the floor weeping among his novice students. Some of his photographs show him in a formal setting on a high seat, but others show a monk in wrinkled robes leaning against a wooden table next to a poor man’s bed. He spoke of his poor refugee mother but not of his mysterious royal father. He chose to move to the less-prestigious monastery of Wat Indrawihan in a Lao neighborhood near the end of his life and made amulets for free distribution to the poor and sick. One of the foundations named in his honor has funded the building of over thirty schools in poor villages.

Somdet To remains popular in part because he is a mystery. It is difficult to know about not only his paternity, hometown, and cremation but also what type of monk he was—was he a member of the bookish elite or of the busy marketplace refugee communities? His biographers do not try to define him and simply refer to his many and various qualities that defy class and even ethnic rubrics. He has also attracted biographers from different classes and different schools of Buddhism. For example, he has been the subject of three major hardback biographies published by serious academic presses like the National Library Press, the Mahamakut Monastic University Press (a Thammayut university), and the wealthy Saeng Dao Sroi Thong Press. But he is also one of the most commonly imaged monks on the covers of lower-class pulp amulet magazine covers. Some of these magazines, like Saksit, include short biographies in simple vernacular Thai for the reader who has not studied in elite secondary schools and universities. His amulets are collected by the present-day royal family and owned by university professors, as well as selling for ten cents a piece at roadside stands. The elite and traditional Wat Rakhang produces amulet catalogs and biographies, as does the popular Wat Indrawihan. Both groups have stories about Somdet To. These amateur storytellers and historians paint similar pictures of To—he had the qualities of both the elite and the common. In many ways, this is quite similar to the hagiographical traditions of King Rama V and the present King Rama IX, as well as of the Thai national poet Sunthorn Phu and the famous monk Buddhadasa Bhikkhu. They are all depicted as elites who work(ed) among the poor, as brilliant minds who can communicate in the simple vernacular. They have access to the regalia and accoutrements of the powerful and sacred but often choose to walk the streets among the people. Famous photographs of King Rama V have him cooking his own simple dinner, smoking a hand-rolled cigarette, and sitting shirtless in his pakama (casual male skirt). Photographs of King Rama IX include him sweating while helping a farmer in a rice paddy, touching a poor old woman, playing his saxophone, sitting next to Elvis Presley, and shopping in a crowded bazaar. Americans like to call this a down-to-earth quality. This quality is valued, though, only if the person does not have to be humble and simple. The real poor are never called down-toearth. Somdet To is lauded for his coarse speech and openness to all people specifically because he did not have to act like that. He could have sat back with his titles and fame and been served by others.

Despite this class-crossing quality, I had assumed at first that liberal, Westernized Thai Buddhists who emphasized socially engaged Buddhism, Vipassana meditation, and criticized superstition, magic, the amulet trade, and the commercialization of Buddhism in general would be critical of Somdet To, or at least not pay him any attention, but I was mistaken. I was shocked when I learned that one of the most liberal scholar-monks in modern Thai Buddhism, Thanissaro Bhikkhu, an Ohio-born Caucasian man named Geoffrey DeGraff who has been a monk for thirty years and who writes books that discuss the demise of Thai Buddhism, the purity of the Thammayut dispensation, and the central place of the canonical Dhammapada and the Vinaya, collected amulets of Somdet To. He had actually collected some of the popular stories of Somdet To to tell to his mostly Western students in Southern California as well. Another scholar, Suchitra Chongstitvatthana, the chair of the Thai Literature Department of the elite Chulalongkorn University, who has advanced degrees from the University of London and the University of Edinburgh, speaks English fluently, and is a friend to the royal family, has a rare amulet of Somdet To’s and has great respect for him. Rangsit Chongchansitto, from rural Phangnga Province in southern Thailand, was one of the student revolutionaries who had to flee to the jungles of northeastern Thailand for five years after the violent government crackdowns of 1976. Now he is a professional musician and one of the most respected historians of religion in Bangkok. Even though he is a former member of the Thai Communist Party and considers many stories about Somdet To the product of superstition (khwam cheua thi ngom ngai), he still wears many amulets connected with Somdet To and chants the Jinapañjara. Elites and commoners as well as liberal, conservative, scholarly, and commercially minded people collect, research, worship, and discuss Somdet To.73

Somdet To has certainly not been “frozen” by his hagiographers, and if Somdet To has become the image of true spirituality for Thai Buddhists, then their image of true spirituality is strikingly different from what many readers might consider true Buddhist ethics! The image and story of Somdet To are neither clear nor consistent. There are not any conflicting documents, hidden manuscripts, compromising photographs, textual variants of his that have been buried for posterity. In fact, the National Library’s major biography actually includes photographs of some of his handwritten notebooks, replete with misspellings, corrections, and marginalia. Some of Somdet To’s biographers openly note when there is controversy surrounding where he was born and even occasionally who his father was. Fans of his in the marketplace and in monasteries openly talk about the vagaries of his life and seem comfortable with not knowing certain parts of his biography. The mystery allows his legend to grow, it allows him to be the everyman for Thai Buddhists. He is famous in large part due to the fact that his image exists in different shapes in different people’s minds. Biographers have not created a single, stereotyped ideal out of his life.

There is no propaganda machine that has attempted to craft a particular narrow hagiography of Somdet To for its own political ends. There is not a single factory making his amulets, or a single committee writing his biographies. There is no smoky backroom filled with corrupt politicians or capitalist exploiters. The money from his amulet sales, his book sales, his posters does not go into one, untraceable offshore bank account. There is no royal commission or monastic council secretly planning how it is going to convince the masses of Somdet To’s power. No political party has made a concerted effort to invoke Somdet To’s name for its own benefit, and no military dictator has created stories of Somdet To’s ability to magically protect the nation. Somdet To fans are from every class, spread among many disconnected places in Thailand. A person reproducing photographs of him in one house generally has no connection to a person creating phra yan cloth of Somdet To in another. They are generating and regenerating his biographies and images separately without any concerted effort to create one ideal. The diversity in Somdet To’s hagiographical tradition shows that the purveyors of his story are neither being unconsciously controlled by the parameters of a particular biographical genre nor consciously manipulating a genre. This is an open and participatory hagiographical tradition with many people profiting. There has been some subtle competition over his image between monks at Wat Rakhang and those at Wat Indrawihan, and many individuals, as pointed out, have claimed to be inspired by To, have claimed that they were saved or cured by him, and the like. However, every fan base has a variety of stories about its hero in this way. The difference with Somdet To is that there is not one powerful group, like an advertiser or political party, behind the cultivation of his image. It has evolved through the efforts and worship, and sometimes greed, of thousands of willing participants. People profit from their associated fame that comes with the most tenuous connections to Somdet To. People are protected by knowing one of his short incantations or holding one of his small clay amulets.

 

 

PROTECTIVE MAGIC

 

In many ways it is Somdet To’s talent as a magician and healer that makes him famous. There are dozens of oral and written accounts of his ability to cure the sick, close soldiers’ wounds, cast away ghostly denizens, and vanish at will. Since his death, there have been hundreds of stories of people claiming his amulets have saved their lives, helped them get promotions, win the lottery, or pass difficult examinations. His famous incantations have been credited with miracles of many and varied types. He “cured” Mae Nak. Bastian noted that he claimed that he possessed the “unfathomable depth of Buddhism’s learned secrets” and participated in the production of protective power using a sacred string and a Buddha image at a royally sponsored sermon. These practices and stories are so essential to understanding Somdet To’s fame that they are the focus of chapters 2 and 4.

 

 

TEACHINGS

 

The last and certainly the least-important reason Somdet To has historically been the most famous monk in Bangkok, if not central Thai history, is based on his teachings. The actual Buddhist doctrine or ethical lessons he conveyed in his sermons are the smallest part of any of his biographies. In fact, I have come across only one short, twenty-two-page collection of his sermons. They are relatively simplistic descriptions of basic Buddhist teachings. There are hundreds of editions of his famous Pali incantations (which he did not compose himself but made famous through his use of them in magical protective rituals), at least three thousand amulets he made himself, pools of holy water, and yards of phra yan protective cloth. There are countless numbers of statues of him, from one inch to one hundred twenty feet tall, in brass, copper, plastic, gold, silver, wood, glass, and stone. There are many biographies in a variety of publications. Why do we know so much about his life, have so many photographs and statues, have so much of his stuff, and have so few of his own words?

There are two reasons. First, Somdet To was simply more famous for his actions. People sought him while he was alive not necessarily to hear the profound import of his insight but to have him protect or cure them. Learning basic ethics is relatively easy. Most good monks can convey the nature of the Four Noble Truths, the obvious truths of impermanence and suffering, and the clear value of nonattachment. Every good monk can explain the Vinaya monastic code and relate a good Buddhist sutta. The ability to chant Pali well is certainly difficult, and this is why monks in Thailand are often lauded for this ability more than for the contents of their sermons. The few sermons we have, along with Bastian’s description, suggest that he was known for simple, straightforward, bombastic, and vernacular lectures. He held manuscripts and was often photographed next to manuscripts, but the contents of these texts is almost never discussed.

Most of the writings we do have in Somdet To’s own hand are astrological charts, detailed amulet recipes, esoteric phra yan cloth drawings and formulas in Khom script, and Pali incantations.74 Most of these writings are indecipherable to most of the monks and laypeople I have met. Even monastic students in Somdet To’s own lineage at the scholarly Wat Rakhang have trouble understanding them. I have worked for several years translating these pieces, and they are not ethically profound, they do not contain any philosophical or psychological ruminations; rather, they are technical manuals for performing rituals. These are texts that do things, yet they say very little.

This is not strange. There are many monks who are famous as great teachers, and we have little or none of their actual teachings. The famous teacher of Achan Man, Luang Phu Sao Kantasilo, was the teacher of my own abbot’s teacher. As a monk, I was never taught any of his own teachings. I saw his wooden monastic cell, I held one of his bone relics, and I touched a piece of his robe. I heard stories of his ability to meditate among tigers in the jungle and walk hundreds of miles in a week, but I knew nothing of his insights into interpersonal psychology, soteriology, or ethics. Achan Man’s biography, famously translated into English in part or whole by Than Achan Mahabua, Stanley Tambiah, and Thanissaro Bhikkhu, also contains many stories about Achan Man’s wanderings, the people he met, the bravery he had meditating in charnel grounds and among wild animals but actually little about his sermons or meditative techniques. Luang Pho Tuat, Luang Phu Chaem, Khrupa Sriwichai, among many others, are famous for the things they did more than what they taught.

This may come as a surprise to readers who have grown up in the Protestant Christian, Sunni Islamic, Advaita Vedanta, or Reformed Jewish traditions, where preachers, imams, swami, and rabbis are famous for their words more than for their deeds. Protestant preachers in particular use teachings as a mark of superiority. Famous American preachers like Chuck Smith, Greg Laurie, and T. D. Jakes emphasize that they do not participate in “empty” ritual or the worship of graven images but convey the moral truths and just laws of the New Testament. The like has generally been quite rare in Thai Buddhism, where the ability to chant in Pali (a language that 99 percent of laity and even monks do not understand), produce amulets, bless buildings and images, interpret dreams, perform acts of compassion and charity, physically soothe and comfort the suffering, and predict the future are virtues. The ability to explicate texts, make social commentary, or solve ethical debates is certainly valued, especially if the monk, like Phra Phayom, Phra Payutto, or Achan Cha, has a good sense of humor and knows how to turn a clever phrase. There are popular books in Thai that are “dhammic guides to business,” tell “how to lower daily stress through a study of the dhamma,” and the like. However, the most famous monks in Thailand build a widespread fan base because of the former skills rather than the latter. Of course, these skill sets are not mutually exclusive; Somdet To, from the few sermons that were collected, was popular for his humor, and he was often, as most biographies mention, called by wealthy families and royalty to give private sermons in their homes.

Virtue in Thai society is often determined by actions, not words. Therefore, the hundreds of stories about Somdet To, apocryphal or not, are “teachings.” Followers or fans do not need to hear what Somdet To had to say. They just need to know what he did. The stories in general tell us much about the values that he inculcated. First, the thousands of amulets he made and largely freely distributed (as well as the dozens of very large Buddha images he had cast) reflect the Thai value of abundance (udom sombun). In English, “abundance” is a noun rather than an adjective, but in Thai, a place and a person can be described as possessing “udom sombun.” Generally, in Thai Buddhism “more is more.” Shrines, as we will see in chapter 4, are sites of accretion. At most monastic rituals or sermons there are fake trees with cash for leaves placed on the altar by families who let it publicly be known who has given the money. The names of donors are written or painted on the walls of every monastery. Altars themselves are crowded with gifts, flowers, bowls, clocks, incense, and small images. Colorful and intricate murals often fill nearly every open space on the walls. The doors are carved from top to bottom with inlaid mother-of-pearl or gold filigree. One gets the sense of overflowing wealth. The best examples are Wat Suthat, Wat Phra Kaeo, Wat Sommanat, Wat Suwannaram, and Wat Traimit. The main ubosot (Pali uposatha) and wihan (vihāra) halls are crowded with gifts, images, smoke, candles, and murals. There are over five hundred eightfoot-tall Buddha images surrounding the courtyards of Wat Suthat alone. One does not get the obvious impression of a religion that promotes nonattachment, impermanence, simplicity, and asceticism. There are no silent and sparse Zen rock gardens in Thailand.

Somdet To was famous for overwhelming his patrons with amulets, chanting, and phra yan cloth. In turn he received overwhelming gifts, so much so that he did not mind when thieves absconded with them. Certainly, he was honored for his wanderings in the forest and for his forgoing of the delights of sex and gluttony. It is often mentioned that he could sit in quiet meditation for hours. However, when one visits monasteries associated with him (or indeed almost any non-Westernized, Thai monastery), the image of the simple forest monk carrying his worldly possessions lightly on his back or the monk sitting alone in a distant, undecorated cave is not often found. Lifelong forest-meditating monks make up only 3 to 4 percent of the total number of the ordained class in Thailand, and that number has grown in the twentieth century. It certainly was an anomaly in Somdet To’s time.

The stories about Somdet To also convey the value of graciousness (khwam sawatdiphap). Graciousness is not simply an open and welcoming quality in Thai but also has an aesthetic sense. Just as the “virtue” of abundance is sensual, a gracious person is a beautiful person with a beautiful warm smile (yim yam cham sai) who welcomes strangers to their home with gifts, food, and drink. Somdet To is described as handsome and physically impressive. However, he is also gentle, kind, and disarming. The stories often speak of him helping drunkards, poor children, wounded soldiers, disgraced monks, and the generally crestfallen and destitute. He is kind even to ghosts. In fact, the only people he is generally depicted chastising and offending are royalty and, in at least one case, Westerners. It is easy to be gracious to the wealthy and powerful; Somdet To is described as being gracious to the masses, not the elite.

In addition to these qualities, the stories demonstrate that Somdet To is valued for having given people a sense of physical security (khwam blot phai). Amulets, images, and incantations are believed to create protective armor. This will be evident in chapter 2. Right now, let me briefly mention two recent Thai films that reflect the virtues of security and heritage. The first is by the same director who made Nang Nak, Nonzee Nimibutr. In an interview with the director, he told me that since I was interested in Buddhism, I should see his new film Baytong.75 Named after a village on the Malaysian–southern Thai border, the film starts with a young monk learning that his innocent sister has been killed by a bomb planted on a train by the Islamic insurgency. He travels to the south as a monk to see his family. Soon, he realizes that he must give up his robes and become his five-year-old niece’s caregiver. As he readjusts to lay life he learns that despite his monastic training some desires do not lead to suffering. He cares for his niece as if she were his own daughter and falls in love with a local village woman. Nonzee, like many other viewers I met, sees this as a perfectly appropriate “Buddhist” film. The qualities of a monk are not necessarily reserve, discipline, indifference, and concentration but also affection, warmth, protection, and duty toward others even if it means giving up the robes. Somdet To did not give up his robes but is depicted as a caring father more than as a reverent being reaching for emptiness. He guides and protects. He is a lantern held in the hand, not a beacon on a hill.

Finally, the stories, which take up the bulk of the pages in most biographies, emphasize the value of heritage (moradok). As mentioned, Somdet To was born out of war but grew up in a new city and what many Thais consider the golden age of the latter nineteenth century. This was a time when Siamese kings were regular visitors in European capitals and their children were students at elite British and French finishing schools. Siamese silk, pewter, and spices were popular with foreign merchants. Siamese armies were easily winning new territories in the Malay, Khmer, and Lao regions while their neighbors were falling under the yoke of colonialism. The forests were still healthy and filled with tigers and tropical birds. Slaves were being freed. Railroad tracks were being laid. Rebellions were being squashed. Many present-day Thai people are obsessed with the nineteenth century. There are reenactments, museums, photographs, statues, and coffee-table books devoted to the theme. Somdet To’s stories are set in this glorious time. They invoke a time when generosity and magic were still possible in the city.76 This is the world that, for many Thais, Somdet To inhabited. Understanding the importance of Thai nostalgia for this period is essential to understanding why Somdet To is famous for simply representing an ideal past and a truly Thai heritage.

 

 

CONCLUSION

 

On March 12, 2009, there was a great commotion in the fields near Wat Tan Jet Yot in rural Prachuap Khiri Khan Province. Devotees and television news crews had gathered in a field to prostrate, chant, and take photographs of a strange outcropping of ton tan (sugar-palm trees). These trees had grown in a particular way. When viewed from a distance they looked like Somdet To seated in meditation.77 To me, this story sounded extremely similar to the common stories of Catholics seeing images of the Virgin Mary in rock formations, water stains on church walls, or in blood spatter. From the photographs of the trees, anyone who knows the iconic way Somdet To is depicted in seated meditation can see the similarity. However, what is telling is that photographs of these trees were already being produced after the event to sell as amulets. In this way, anyone with a camera could participate in Somdet To worship and the Somdet To economy. One could say that even nature, the very land of Siam, was celebrating the life and work of Somdet To.

Somdet To is arguably the most famous monk in Thai history, but his approaches to texts, rituals, ghosts, and sermons is certainly not unique. In fact, one of his own teachers is lauded for having similar qualities. Phra Somdet Ariyawongsayan (Suk) of Wat Mahathat (better known as Luang Pho Suk Kai Tuan of Wat Ratchasittharam) was one of Somdet To’s Pali and meditation teachers. He was also elevated to the highest rank in the country, sangharat, in 1819, a rank Somdet To himself never achieved, and was famous for producing amulets, as well as his own signature Pali chant, the Phra gāthā ya kai thuan. He drew protective yantra, was friends with the royal family, and taught a whole generation of elite monks in early Bangkok. He was patronized by King Rama I, advised King Rama II, and ordained Kings Rama III and IV. He was also both a vipassanādhura (a monk who focuses on meditation practice) famous for his meditation techniques developed at Wat Ratchasittharam and a ga[image: image][image: image]hadhura (scholar-monk) who taught Pali at Wat Mahathat.78 This is a very similar résumé to Somdet To’s, and his heritage is claimed by monks at different monasteries. The reasons why Somdet To became so famous when other powerful monks like Somdet Suk and his peers faded into the obscurities of history is a combination of royal lineage, teachings, magical power, hagiographic force, and nationalism. The fact that Somdet To lived slightly later than his teacher is also important, because Somdet To had the opportunity to be photographed. These photographs became extremely important to the cultivation of Somdet To’s image in subsequent generations of fans. Moreover, although Somdet Suk made amulets, which can be found in private collections today, he did not produce the large numbers of amulets that Somdet To did. However, despite these differences, the reasons why certain monks stand out cannot be simplified to one or two reasons. Their biographies, before, during, and after their biological lives, must be examined in their total context. No general ideal of what makes a good Buddhist can be applied to Thai monks, nuns, or laity. In fact, it could be argued that according to translocal Buddhist ideals and ethics, Somdet To could be seen as a particularly bad monk—ritualistic, xenophobic, emotional, and involved with the social lives of the laity around him. It is difficult to determine what makes a good Thai Buddhist monk. However, this close examination of Somdet To’s life has highlighted some of the most common qualities, actions, and experiences that are valued by Thai Buddhist practitioners and fans. The difficulty of determining what makes a good Thai monk is also found in determining what makes a good Thai Buddhist text. It is to this topic I now turn.
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Visitors to Wat Rakhang Ghositaram (Bangkok/ Thonburi) offer gifts to one of the oldest known images of Somdet To. Behind Somdet To the Jinapañjara gāthā is inscribed in gold. This image has a number of miraculous stories connected with it, and often more people visit it than the main Buddha image at Wat Rakhang.
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A monk sits behind a counter that has several different Somdet To statues (in a variety of sizes and materials) for “rent” (chao).
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The largest statue of Somdet To in the world inside a shrine (presently still under construction) in rural Nakhon Ratchasima Province. Visitors affix leaves of gold to the statue’s legs and feet and chant the Jinapañjara gāthā. The white strings stretching out from the statue’s hands lead to around the building and into surrounding ponds, thus creating holy water (nam mon). This statue’s construction was funded in large part by one of Thailand’s most famous film actors and philanthropists, Sorapong Chartree.
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Statue of Somdet To’s mother (dressed as a nun) at Wat Indrawihan (Bangkok). Behind the statue is a mural depicting, perhaps, King Rama I meeting Somdet To’s mother in the late eighteenth century in rural Kampaengphet Province.

 

[image: image]

Lifelike resin and wax statue of Somdet To at Wat Indrawihan (Bangkok). The string from the statue’s hand leads into a small pool on the bottom of which the Jinapañjara gāthā is inscribed in Khom script. An audio recording of the chant is projected from speakers in the shrine room.
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Statue of the ghost Mae Nak Phrakhanong and her infant(s) at Wat Mahabut (Bangkok). Visitors offer her dresses, cosmetics, cash, jewelry, and gold (among many other gifts). Her shrine is very popular, especially for soldiers and women, to visit.

 

[image: image]

Special reclining chair with audio speakers used to project recordings of the Jinapañjara gāthā into the ears of patients at the Arogyasathan Health Clinic run by Dr. Supachai Charusombun in Bangkok.
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Monks and laypeople chant in front of a large Buddha image surrounded by Chinese-style murals and mirrors at Wat Ratchaorot (Thonburi).




End of sample
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