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SI THEP ANCIENT TOWN

Si Thep ancient town, approximately 240 kilometers north of
Bangkok, is located in Si Thep district, Phetchaboon province. Si Thep
covers 4.7 square Klometers and is enclosed by two concentric moats.
It was characterized as a twin town ; Muang Nal refers to the inner
structure of the town and Muang Nok to the outer structure of the
town.

Muang Nai is circular in plan, covering 208 square kilometers,
and has eight entrances. There are three large monuments — Prang
Si Thep, Prang Song Phi Nons, and Khao Khlang Nai - about 45
archaeological sites, and 70 ponds dispersed within the town. At
present, these sites have all been restored by the Fine Arts Department.
Muang Nok s located to the east of Muang Nai. It s rectangutar in plan
and covers an area of 2.54 square kilometers. It has 7 entrances, 50
small archaeological sites, and 30 ponds.

Outside the ancient town, there are approximately 50
archaeclogical sites. The most important sites are : Khao Khlang Nok
and Prang Ruesi, both located on the north side of the town, and Khao
Thamorat cave which is the only archaeological site on the mountain ;
itis located on the west side of Si Thep.

Si Thep ancient town was originally abandoned to the jungle.
According to a monk the local villagers called its name that, “Muang
Apai Sali”. In 1904, i Thep's name first appeared in written accounts
when Prince Damrong visited Phetchaboon province. He intentionally

searched for an ancient town named *Si Thep” which he found this
name in Ayuddhaya and Early Rattanakosin's archives.
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SOCIAL AND CULTURAL DEVELOPMENT

Early community period (1" -

entury AD)

Approximately 2,000 years ago, the earliest commaunities
settled in Si Thep ancient town. Archacological excavation at ancient
town and surrounding sites uncovered evidence of late prehistoric
death ritual dating to the 1% - 2° century AD. Around the 2" - 6"
century AD. Indian influence diffused into the Indochina penninsula via
contact with Indian and Arab trading networks. Later the local village:
societies gradually developed into urban societies. Clearly, Si Thep has.
gone through several cultural changes.

Dvaravati period (7° - 11" century AD)

During the Dvaravati period, in Si Thep ancient town, people
Settled about six kilometers from the Pa Sak river. Originally, the town
was circular in plan which is typical of Dvaravati culture. To protect
themselves from flooding and to access water during periods of
drought, the inhabitants dug a number of large ponds and moats
around the town.

The Si Thep compound is composed of Khao Khlang Nai and
number of small archaeological sites. Archaeological evidence includes
2 statue of Buddha, Bodhisattva, and stone incriptions mentioning
Thervada and Mahayana Buddhism. This evidence sugsests Dvaravati's
cultural influence because Dvaravati was a Buddhist state.



Khmer period (12" - 13" century AD)

‘The Dvaravati kingdom declined around the 11" century AD.
At this time, the Khmer empire was becoming stronger, and expanded
its power over the Dvaravati kingdom. Consequently, Si Thep was
also under Khmer influence which can be seen in the town plan
which changed from circular to rectangular, and its extension to
the east. This additional part s called Muang Nok. There are two.
Hindu sanctuaries, Prang Si Thep and Prang Song Phi Nong, which
date 10 the 12" century AD Later, these sanctuaries were modified
for use in Mahayana Buddhism during the Khmer period, specificaly
the reign of King Jayavaraman VIl (ca. 13" century AD)

The collaspe of The Town (13" century AD)

Si Thep town developed over a 700 year period spanning the
ate prehistoric to the Khmer period. Scholars have still not identified
the causes for Si Thep’s decline and abandonment. The most popular
hypothesis is that it was due to serious disease.

act



IMPORTANT PLACES TO VISIT
Prenistoric Site

In 1988, the Fine Arts Department conducted an excavation in
the Large mound, about 400 meters northwest of Prang Si Thep and
tocated within the Si Thep compound. An elephant skeleton was
recovered at one meter depth, the same depth as a base of monument
situated on that mound. In addtion, five human skeleton remains were.
found at three meters depth. The most complete skeleton is a fernale
in an extended position, with the head toward the north, and
associated with omaments, metal weapons, and vessels. Two skeletons
are incomplete, and the rest are placed in jars sightly above the fist
burial, These burials represent prehistoric mortuary ritual prior o the
adoption of Buddhism around two thousands years aso.

Khao Klang Nai

Khao Klang Nai was a Buddhist sanctuary. The central stupa,
rectangutar in shape and oriented toward the east, is characteristic of
the Dvaravati architectural style. The base s about 12 meters in height
and is made of laterite covered with plaster. In addition, the base is
decorated with stucco figures of dwarfs, monkeys, lions and buffaloes.
They are characterized as atlante figurines or caryatid who protect the
monument and buddhist religious. By the style of art these stucco
figures date to the 9" century A,

The front of the sanctuary has a staircase to an upper level.
There is also evidence on the the upper structure made of laterite with
a base made of small bricks which could be a viharn or stupa. Apart
from the large sturctures, there are a numer of viharn, ched, and
ceremonial structures around the main stupa which is surrounded by
vall



According to the |

al villagers, the site was a mound

with trees and bushes. The word *Klang" comes from the idea that this

place was an ancient storage area, and the word “Nai” means inside
the town,

Prang Song Phi Nong

Prang Song Phi Nong i a large sanctuary among the archacolo:

sical sites in the Si Thep compound. It was

it in the Khmer style
around the 12" century AD. The local vilagers call the large tower
Phi" (older bro

her or sisten), and the small tower, “Nong" (younger
orother or sister




“The main tower is about seven meters in height and is made of
bricks on top of a laterite foundations it faces to the west. It has only.
one entrance and three false doors. The central tower is square room
called Garbhagrha which usually enshrined the sacred sculpture. This
ro0m has 3 walls which were cut into small triangular tunnels. These
tunnels might have been used to place candles of religious statues.

At the south side of the central tower there is a small tower.
When it was first uncovered, only the base remained, but later the
Fine Arts Department restored the rest of the remains and replaced
a lintel of *Umamahesvara” which s the only complete lintel found
in Si Thep. The plan of this small tower s similar to the main tower
with an entrance on the west and three false doors.

In addition to these two tower:
structures within the compound.

there are a number of

During recent excavations, a number of architectural parts were
recovered including lintels and decorated stone pilars dating to the
12" century AD. The story on the lintel is about Shiva. Other artfacts,
including a tingam, yoni and Nandin bull are found in the ruins.
Archaeologists have hypothesized that this sanctuary was a Shivaism
Hindu temple buit around the 12" century AD. However, the lingam,
yoni, and Nandin bull were buried underneath the building which
indicates a transition from Hinduism to Mahayana Buddhism during
the period of King Jayavaraman Vi (1181 - 1217 AD) rule of the Khmer

empire.



Prang Si Thep

Prang Si Thep is a religious sanctuary built in the Khmer
architectural style. It s @ arge tower situated behind the Prang Song Phi
Nong and about one meter above ground level.

The architectural style of Prang Si Thep is similar to the Prang
Song Phi Nong, and is composed of a laterite base and four porticos
The main body of the tower and roof are made of bricks; the standing
remains of the tower are approximately 13 meters in height. There is
only one entrance on the west side, the rest being false doors.
Originally, it would have had a wooden roof covering the front ateway
t0 the main tower. Moreover, flanking the front of the main tower are
two small laterite structures including a scripture repository (Banalai).
The central base in front of the terrace has a cruciform walkway eading
down to the lower level. At the end of the walkway, there s a roughout
of Naga's head. Originally, the heads might have been located at the
two ends of the walkway with the bridge representing their bodies. This
walkway s called the Naga’s bridge which refers to the Naga as the link
between heaven and earth. The space within the front area is
surrounded by a laterite wall. Slightly farther away, before reaching the
Prang Song Phi Nong, is another laterite wall covering a cluster of
structure bases.

Prang Si Thep dates between the 11" - 12" century AD. based
upon the recovered lintel. There is a clear evidence of restoration of
the tower as seen by a carving antefix which was unfinished. Therefore,
the evidence suggests that orginally the sanctuary was Hindu, and later
was changed for use in Mahayana Buddhism during the reing of

was not completed before the abandonment of Si Thep.




Khao Klang Nok

Khao Klang Nok is situated on Ban Sra Phue approximately two
Klometers further north of Si Thep ancient town. At present, it i a large:
brick mound measuring 90 meters in width, 90 meters in length, and 16
meters in height. In the middle of the structure is a looter's pit. The
architectural style is stil unknown.

Prang Ruesi
Prang Ruesi is located on Wat Pa Sa Khwae, in the northern part
of east town and approximately two Kilometers from Si Thep inner
structure. It is typical Knmer architecture, bullt with bricks. It may have
been contemporary with Prang Si Thep and Prang Song Phi Nong. This
sanctuary has, however, been modified through time by ancient
populations as well as modern-day local villagers and monks.

Khao Tamorat

Khao Tamorat s a large mountain stuated on the west side of
Si Thep town. A cave in the mountain contains a number of Mahayana
Buddhist stone canvings including Buddha images, Bodhisattva, stupa,
and dharmachakra. Most of the statues are characteristic of Dvaravati art
style of the 9" century AD. Heads of the Buddha were looted, but they
have been retumed and are now housed at the National Museum in
Bangkok



IMPORTANT ARTIFACTS

i Thep inscriptions

A few inscriptions are found in Si Thep compound. Some.
inscriptions date to the 7" century AD. and are considered to be the
eartiest witings in Thailand. Unfortunately, most of inscriptions are
incomplete, and cannot tell us about the history of Si Thep town,
However, the texts suggest interactions between communities in
Thailand.

Ten i Thep inscriptions can be classified into three categories

according o their scrpt:

Before and after the Pallava script dating between the 7 and
9" century AD. The Pallava script is the oldest script found in Thailand,
and originated from South Asia. It appears in many languages including
Pal, Sanskit, and Mon. It is mostly used to record important events
and religious texts

The Khmer script dates to the 10" - 11" century AD. when the
Khmer empire was in power. The Khmer script was used and adapted
among the contemporary communities in Thailand.

The Chinese scrpt dates to the 7" century AD, The script was
found behind a Buddha ambulate. No one can read this script, though
it suggests a relationship between Si Thep town and China. Moreover,
Tang ceramics dating to the T - 10" century AD. were also found at

the site




Hindu artifacts
Stone sculpture

The oral history of Si Thep describes many stone statues
prior to recent settlement. At present, there are only a few statues left,
and these were taken by the Fine Arts Department; some are housed at
museums abroad. Seven stone statues, including Vishnu, Krisna-
Govardhana and Suriya (Sun god) are housed at the National Museurn in
Bangkok. They date between the 6" - 87 century AD.

Bronze statues
Two small bronze statues of Vishnu and Lakshmi his consort
are found at khao Khlang Nai

Gold statues

A gold plate of Vishnu, with four arms and dating to the 6" - 7"
centuries A, is now housed at the Norton Simon Musuem in the USA.

Lingam

Alingam is a phallus representing the god Shiva. Different sizes
of linga are found at Prang Song Phi Nong and Prang Si Thep which date.
to the 12" century AD.

Yoni base

A yoni base represents the god Uma, a wife of Shiva, and
serves as the foundation for a lingam. The middle of the yoni has a hole
to place the lingam which s surrounded by a drainage system flowing
down towards the front. Many types of yoni are found at the town of
Si Thep including circular and square shapes that date to the 12"
century AD.



Ovarapata
Ovarapala s uardian of door and gateway ; it is normally
bas relie statue near the entrance of important sanctuaries, and serves
to protect sanctuaries from evil spirits. Recent excavation at Prang Si
Thep found a dvarapala, with ts head missing, in front of the Gopura
(the entrance pavilion) near the sateway. Another dvarapala lacks
provenience as it has long been housed
Both date to the 12" - 13" century AD.

the National Museum.

Bull Nandin

The Bull Nandin is a vehicle of Shiva, and in some cases, it
represents Shiva. The Nandin sculpture s normally seated and suards
the place of Shiva. Recent excavation in i Thep found many pieces of
Bull Nandin,

Lintel

A lintel is a block of stone placed across two door pillars
Most of the Si Thep lintels are incomplete. The only complete one
is the lintel from Prang Song Phi Nong. On it is depicted a story of
Umamahesvara when Shiva cartied Uma and seated her on the Bull
Nandin above the kala face. It dates to 12° century AD. At present, it is
{ocated on the smaller Prang. The rest of the lintels date between
117 - 12" century AD. and are housed at the Ramkamheang National
Museum, Sukhothal province.

ot



Buddhism artifacts
Buddha image
Many Buddha images, made of stucco and bronze and dating

to the 7" - 11" century AD. were found during the Khao Khiang Nai
excavation.

Bodhisattva
Mahayana Buddhist Bodhisattva sculptures made of bronze and

stucco were found at khao Khlang Nai. A stone carved Bodhisattva was

found at Khao Thamorat, These sculptures date to the 9" century AD.

Dharmachakra
Dharmachaka is  symbol of the Buddhist Wheel of Law was
usually placed in front of important Buddhist temples. Dharmachakra
are found in i Thep, though most were incomplete. The famous one
was found around 10 years ago, is placed in front of Khao Khlang Nai,

Domestic artifacts
Prehistoric tools
Prefistoric tools ~ pebble tools, polished axes, stone and
temacotta bracelets, stone, terracotta and gtass beads, stamps, metal
weapons, and pottery - are commonly found in the inner and outer
parts of Si Thep town.

Pottery

Pottery was made throughout the prehistoric period, Dvaravati
period, and into the “Khmer - influenced period”. In addition, there are
a few pieces of Chinese ceramics fiom Tang dynasty (618 - 907 AD)
and Sung dynasty (960 - 1279 AD.) as well as the Persian wares.



Grinding stones
Grinding stones are found at most sites in the Si Thep. These
were used for procesing food and medicinal plants.

Subsistence economy of i Thep population

Staple foods

Rice grains embedded in brick suggest that the Dvaravati period
people ate rice as a stapel food. The rice grins were identified as a
sticky rice. Based on the rice grains, and animal and shellish remains,
archaeologists senerally assume that the Si Thep population practiced
fice agriculture and continued to hunt, fish, and collect riverine
shellfih.

Dress

There s no direct evidence of styles of dress. However, spindle.
whorts indicate weaving, and that people knew how to make clothes.

Houses

Other than the temples, there s no evidence of the ruling class
and commoner houses. Houses may have been built of wood.

Medicine

Grinding stones suggest medical knowledge of curing as plant
medicines were processed by such tools.
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