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14 BROWN AND MACDONNELL

Thailand in the 5th-7th Centu-
ries A.D.

The redating of the Pong Tuk lamp to the 5th or 6th
century places its presence in Thailand (at the earliest) during
the period of Funan-related or of Dvaravafi sites. Does its
presence in Thailand at this time make sense? The date fits well
with the other archaeological finds from Pong Tuk. The dates of
these finds, along with the foundation of the site itself, have
been consistently pushed forward since their initial discovery.

When Coedgs first published the Pong Tuk material in 1928,
he placed four bronze Buddha images found there to the
Dvaravafi Period (by which Coedés means 5th-6th centuries).*
One other Buddha image (his Pl. 17), however, he felt was an
Indian import of the Amaravati school dating to the 2nd c. A.D.
24 Alexander Griswold has since argued that this image is a
locally made copy of a Pala-style figure and dates to the 8th ¢.>
The four Dvaravati bronzes that Coedes felt were "not later than
the VIth century"?¢ have also been redated later, to the 8th or 9th
century, by Jean Boisselier.?” Finally, H.G. Quaritch Wales has
suggested that the founding of the site itself is probably not
earlier than the 9th c.,?8 that is, about the same date as the bronze
Buddha images found there. None of these authors, however,
has questioned the early date of the lamp, leaving an eight-or
nine-century gap between its manufacture and that of the other
material found at the site. While sucha time intervalis of course
possible, our later dating of the lamp puts it, and its possible
importation into Southeast Asia, much closer to the dates of the
other finds, creating a more plausible association between itand
the site's other archaeological material.

The importation of the lamp into Thailand in the 6th
century or later is reasonable considering Southeast Asian
trading patterns with the West and local interest in exotic goods.
It is true that Picard's early dating of the lamp fits nicely with
what we know was an active trade in the early centuries A.D.
between the Roman and the Indian world;?® and Coedgs could
suggest specific 2nd-century events, recorded in Chinese histo-
ries, that mention Southeast Asia as a route taken by Westerners
at that time on their way to China, when they conceivably could
have left the lamp.>® But it is incorrect to think that contact
between mainland Southeast Asia and the Roman West was in
any way as extensive as that between India and the West in the
early centuries A.D. Louis Malleret argues, based on the ar-
chaeological material from Oc-Eo, that connections between the
Westand mainland Southeast Asia (Funan) began in thelate 3rd
and 4th centures A.D., and were never extensive.?! He finds no
support for the theory that Oc-Eo was a Roman entrepot, as, for
example, Arikamedu was in India. The Western-related mate-
rial found at Oc-Eo consists of small, minor objects such, as
medallions, glyptics, coins, and beads;*? and, in fact, many of the
finds are probably local copies of imported objects rather than
actual Western products. The impression is more one of chance
and adventitious leavings of personal property by adventurers
than of products systematically left because of trade.

Particulary important for us is a comment Malleret makes

concerning the Pong Tuk lamp. In contrasting theheavy Roman
presence in India to that in Southeast Asia, he says that

with the exception of an Alexandrian bronze lamp orna-
mented with a face of Silenus, found in Ratburi Province
in Siam by M. George Coedes, nothing allows us to think
that merchandise from the Mediterranean had been able
to reach by the sea route the eastern extremes of the
Eurasiatic continent.*?

Indeed, it is the Pong Tuk lamp that most strongly among
archaeological finds supports a connection between the West
and Southeast Asia for the first centuries B.C./A.D. Although
since Malleret wrote a few other Western objects have been
found in Southeast Asia that perhaps date to the early centuries
A.D.* none compares in size and value to the lamp, and the
redating of the Pong Tuk lamp suggested here removes it as the
most significant support.

On the other hand, the lamp's importation into Thailand
in the 6th or 7th century would place it at a time when trade and
connections among China, Southeast Asia, India, and the West
were well established. We can visualize this interchange as
continuing throughout this time, with periods of greater or
lesser contact, motivated by trade, diplomacy, and religious
pilgrimage.3> We do not want to speculate that any particular
event might have brought the lamp to Thailand. For one thing,
the Chinese texts, on which one must rely for this historical
information, in no way give us a complete record of the move-
ment of people through Southeast Asia during the period.
Rather, we are arguing that as there is considerable evidence
connecting Southeast Asia with interchange among the Byzan-
tine West,*® India, and China in the 6th and 7th centuries, on
historical grounds the lamp's importation into Thailand during
this time is not unlikely.

Thelikelihood of its importation is putinto better focus by
the recent excavations at Chansen.3” Chansen, a site in Central
Thailand roughly 100 km northeast of Pong Tuk, is important
because it shows evidence of habitation from the protohistoric
B.C. period continuously up to 1000 A.D. and after. One impor-
tant conclusion drawn from the excavation data is that there was
a surprising amount of long-distance trade during the period
from the 3rd to the 7th centuries.>® Imported objects from China,
South Vietnam (Oc-Eo), Burma, India, and Ceylon occur,* and
theseare from diggings that covered only a fraction of Chansen's
area. Furthermore, Chansen was never a heavily populated
area, making the finds of numerous imported objects in what
must have been a relatively provincial and unimportant city
that much more significant. For our discussion, the Chansen
evidence perhaps supports the likelihood of the importation of
the Pong Tuk lamp durng this period when foreign luxury
goods were prized and relatively common.

NoWestern-manufactured objects were found at Chansen.
As we have said, the number of Western-made objects found in
Southeast Asia is very small, making the Pong Tuk lamp,
whenever it was imported, highly unusual. For Central Thai-
land, we can mention only a Roman medal of Emperor Vic-
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ment that the Roman-style locally made clay lamps in Thailand
derive from Indian lamps® cannot be maintained, as the specific
Byzantine type of the Pong Tuk lamp, which is reflected in the
vast majority of clay copies, does not occur at all in India (based
on the presently available evidence).

Conclusion

The redating of the Pong Tuk lamp from the Ist century
B.C. to the 5th or 6th century A.D. seems secure. While we
cannot say when the lamp was imported into Thailand, a date
within a century or two of its manufacture is most reasonable,
and we have argued that in terms of other artistic finds at Pong
Tuk, archaeological evidence from other Central Thailand sites,
and general interregional and economic conditions at the time,
this date makes sense. Furthermore, while we of course cannot
argue that the Pong Tuk lamp engendered the numerous
Dvaravati period terra-cottalamps, itdoes appear that the “cop-
ies” are based on Byzantine rather than Roman-period lamp
types. Italso appears, based on the limited evidence available,
that the source for the Dvaravati lampsis not Indian terra-cotta
copies of Roman lamps but bronze Western lamps (like that
found at Pong Tuk) imported into Thailand, and that, therefore,
the Dvaravati terra-cotta lamps are an indigenous develop-
ment.

Finally, the lamp's later dating will force scholars to
reconsider the past attempts made to delineate early contacts

between Thailand—and, more generally, Southeast Asia—and
the West. We are obviously not arguing that there was no
contact. Rather, it is the nature and date of the contact that may
bein need of reconsideration, or at least of interpretation. Prior
to the 4th-5th centuries A.D., Southeast Asia's Western contact
was with India, not directly with the West. What "Western”
materialis found in Southeast Asia that dates to this early period
is probably best regarded as Indian, in the sense that it consists
of Indian-made objects based on Western models, or of ones
which, even if ultimately of Western manufacture, were proba-
bly regarded as "Indian” by the Southeast Asians.>® The point
is that we cannot in any meaningful way say that Southeast Asia
was in contact with the West at this time, when in reality there
was no cognizance of a relationship. It is likely that even
between India and Southeast Asia little was known at this
time.*® Voyages by Indian merchants appear to have been ex-
ceedingly chancy, perhaps once-in-a-lifetime undertakings,
which, if successful, could reap enormous profits."! The suc-
cessful voyages did introduce Western manufactured objects,
albeit in a haphazard and small-scale manner, into Southeast
Asia.®? Again, however, the point is that this does not, to our
minds, indicate a contact with the West as would, for example,
the introduction into Thailand of such an object as the Pong Tuk
lamp by Western traders (as those from Ku Bua) who were
active during the Dvaravati period. Ultimately, we are suggest-
ing that a simple listing of early Western objects that have been
found in Southeast Asia does not tell us very much about
contact, and that the famous "Roman lamp” from Pong Tuk—
one object that appeared to have a clear context of Alexandrian
manufacture, early date, and perhaps early historical
associations—must now be reconsidered.
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33 al'exception d'une lampe alexandrine en
bronze ornée d'une visage de Silene décou-
verte au Siam par M. George Coedeés,dans la
province de Ratburi, rien ne permettait de
penser avec assurance que, par la voie de mer,
les merchandises de la Méditerranée avaient
pu attendre les extrémités orientales du conti-
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made in Thailand sometime after the 6th cen-
tury A.D. (Louis Malleret, "Une lampe ro-
maine au Musée de Phnom-Penh,” Bulletin de
la Société des Ftudes Indochinoises, n.s. 32, no. 2
(1957): 187-188.)

*2The cultural similarities between sites in Thai-
land and Oc-Eo has been suggested by Jean
Boisselier, "U T'ong et son importance pour
I'histoire de Thailand," Silpakon 9 (1965):27-30;
Jean Boisselier, "U-Thong et son importance
pour lhistoire de Thailande et nouvelles
donnéessurl'histoire ancienne dela Thailande,
in Tume AnenGaadlasgnas (Bangkok: Fine Arts
Department, 2509):163-176; and H. H. E. Loofs,
"Problems of continuity between the pre-
Buddhistand Buddhist Periods in Central Thai-
land, with special reference to U-Thong," in
Early South East Asia, eds, R. B. Smith and W.
Watson (New York and Kuala Lumpur: Ox-
ford University Press, 1979):343-351.

swaogss quetu, unadegunduldanms
gofumadluned Shuviue we. 2526.” in uwad
Tumand Thurua (ngamwn : 2527):16-19.

*Bhumadhon feels the Ban Tha Kae lamp did
not come directly from the Roman domains,
and vaguely mentions Indian traders and the
Middle East as sources, but again he is not
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specific and gives no references or compari-
sons (ibid., p. 19).

**See, for example, M. N. Deshpande, ed., In-
dian Archaeology 1966-67 — A Review (New
Delhi: Archaeological Survey of India, 1975):
Pls. XIIB and XIVB.

*¢For possible Greek protoypes see Rosenthal
and Sivan, Ancient Lamps in the Schloessinger
Collection, p. 689, pl. 166. The hypothesis that
they were used as infant feeders is strength-
ened by examples bearing teeth marks. See
ibid., pp. 166-168.

71t is not clear if the Ban Tha Kae lamp is an
imported Indian lamp or is locally made. That
it was thrown on a wheel (according to
Bhumadhon, “Tu*swm":’mqmﬁu‘lﬁmnmﬂmf'fu
widaluTnd....” p. 18) rather than made by a
mold, as was most commonly done in India,
may indicate that it is locally made. Neverthe-
less, it remains, to our knowledge, the only
example of this type found in Thailand, mak-
ing its local manufacture unlikely. The Greek
prototypes for the Ter type lamps, however,
were wheel-made, making it possible that it is
a Western, rather than Indian, lamp. Further-
more, while the influence of this lamp type is
not found in Thailand it is evidenced by a
preponderance of bronze copies in use in Burma
up until the British introduced electricity in the
19th century. We have found no information,
however, as to when or how thislamp type was
introduced into Burma. Clearly, the issues
surrounding lamp types in use in Southeast
Asia are complex and cannot be sorted out
until further information is available.

**This argument is made, for example, by
Phasook Indrawooth, Index Pottery of Dvaravati
Period, pp. 25 (in Thai) and 51 (in English).

*In a similar way the Chinese in the Tang
period (618-906) regarded several Southeast

Asian countries as famous for their "fire-pearls,”
when in actuality these were rock-crystal burn-
ing-lenses made in India that the Southeast
Asians than traded to the Chinese. Berthold
Laufer, "Optical Lenses,” T’‘oung Pao 16
(1915):208-216.

In the 3rd century A.D. Fan Ch'an, the king of
Funan, sent an envoy to India and received in
return an Indian envoy at his court. The Chi-
nese diplomats K'ang T'ai and Chu Ying re-
corded these events while in Funan at the time.
Both the Indian and Southeast Asian kings
were completely ingnorant of the other's coun-
try. The Indian king did not even know that
such people (as the Southeast Asians) existed,
while the Funanese king was ignorant of all
details regarding India. This situation has led
Kenneth Hall to wonder: "It is remarkable that
the Funan ruler had such a high degree of
ignorance about India when Indian traders
had been following the route to China via
Funan for a century.” (Kenneth Hall, "The
‘Indianization’ of Funan: an Economic History
of Southeast Asia's First State,” Journal of South-
east Asian Studies 13 no. 1(1982):96.) It is likely
that in both India and Southeast Asia knowl-
edge of the other area was highly restrictive,
both geographically and demographically. For
the Funanese references see Paul Pelliot, "Le
Fou-nan,” BulletindeL’ Ecole Francaised Extréme-
Orient 3 (1903):292-293.

¢'Paul Wheatley, Nagara and Commandery: Ori-
gins of the Southeast Asian Urban Traditons
(Chicago: Department of Geography, Univer-
sity of Chicago, 1983):263-269.

*2For a concise review of this material, see
Stargardt, "The Isthmus of the Malay Penin-
sula in Long-Distance Navigation: New Ar-
chaeological Findings,” pp. 1-25.






