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Abstract: Historical urban communities in provincial towns across Thailand 
are facing rapid demolition as a result of urban development. Comprised of 
simple wooden shop houses reflecting humble architectural craftsmanship, the 
character of these historical provincial towns is one which reflects unique 
patterns of urban livelihood and culture in Thailand. And yet, this provincial 
urban cultural landscape does not figure into the official Thai conception of 
‘architectural heritage’. This paper discusses the current policies and problems 
resulting from the Thai state authority’s neglect of the value of small town 
urban communities. Moreover, it also touches upon the technical problem of 
maintaining wood structures, and discusses the possibilities for their adaptive 
use to support the continuation of the community’s unique everyday activities. 
This paper argues that there is still hope for saving Thailand’s provincial urban 
heritage due to the rise of ecotourism and participatory cultural heritage 
preservation principles. 

Keywords: historical provincial town; urban community; conservation; 
cultural heritage; cultural landscape; Thailand; heritage discourse. 

Reference to this paper should be made as follows: Tantinipankul, W. (2013) 
‘Thailand’s neglected urban heritage: challenges for preserving the cultural 
landscape of provincial towns of Thailand’, Int. J. Tourism Anthropology,  
Vol. 3, No. 2, pp.114–129. 

Biographical notes: Worrasit Tantinipankul is a Registered Landscape 
Architect and Architect in Thailand. He received his PhD in Historic 
Preservation Planning from Cornell University in 2006. He currently teaches 
and serves as the Associate Dean for Research at the School of Architecture 
and Design, King Mongkut’s University of Technology Thonburi. His current 
research emphasises on the transformation and conservation of old historic  
area of communities of Thonburi along the canal loop of Khlong Bangkok  
Noi-Bang Luang for maintaining cultural landscape comprised of vernacular 
wood architecture and everyday life activities of local communities. 

This paper is a revised and expanded version of a paper entitled ‘Thailand’s 
neglected urban heritage: challenges for preserving the cultural landscape of 
provincial towns of Thailand’ presented at The Inaugural Conference for the 
Association of Critical Heritage Studies: ‘Re/theorisation of Heritage Studies’, 
University of Gothenburg, 5–8 June 2012. 

 



   

 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

    Thailand’s neglected urban heritage 115    
 

    
 
 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

       
 

1 Introduction 

Since the 1920s, images promoting tourism to Thailand have featured glittering Buddhist 
temples and ornately decorated royal palaces, interspersed with bucolic images of 
traditional rural stilt houses. More than just exotic images to lure foreign visitors, these 
idealised representations of Thailand’s heritage are also indicative of the Thai state’s 
“authorized heritage discourse” (Smith, 2006), which defines Thai national identity in 
relation to Theravada Buddhism, the institution of the monarchy, and traditional rural 
agricultural livelihoods. 

As I will argue in this article, what this prevailing, composite image of Thai heritage 
overlooks are the hundreds of provincial historical towns and urban communities found 
across Thailand, which fit neither the ideal of urban royal and Buddhist architecture nor 
rural vernacular heritage. Long neglected by the state conservation authorities [the Fine 
Arts Department (FAD)], today these historical urban communities are facing rapid 
demolition as a result of urban development. Comprised of simple wood structures and 
reflecting humble architectural craftsmanship, historical provincial towns represent not 
only knowledge of light wood frame structures, but also depict unique patterns of early 
settlement, urban livelihoods, history and culture in the Chao Phraya River Valley. And 
yet, as I will show, because these provincial urban cultural landscapes do not figure into 
the official Thai conception of ‘architectural heritage’ that is worthy of conservation, they 
are facing rapid decline and neglect. According to a report of the NHA (2010), today 
there are 140 threatened historical urban communities which can be classified into five 
categories as follows: floating houses, waterfront houses, shop houses, urban villages and 
market communities. 

Figure 1 Historical urban community in the town of Phetchaburi, Thailand (see online version 
for colours) 

 

In this article, I offer a comparative analysis of two case studies, highlighting the major 
problems leading to the decline of urban districts in provincial towns of Thailand, and the 
challenges faced by local urban communities struggling to maintain and preserve their 



   

 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

   116 W. Tantinipankul    
 

    
 
 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

       
 

local identity and built heritage. The first case focuses on a waterfront community located 
on the outskirts of western Bangkok in the area of Thonburi, while the second case study 
examines the city of Phetchaburi – a shop house community situated near the royal resort 
villas which are also popular tourist attractions. Taken together, these case studies vividly 
demonstrate the urgent need to safeguard these distinctive urban cultural landscapes. This 
article concludes with a discussion of recent sustainable, community-based conservation 
initiatives undertaken in 2011–2012 by the author and a team comprised of students and 
faculties of two architecture programmes of two universities in Bangkok with support 
from National Research University Fund. The project aimed at documenting both 
tangible and intangible culture, promoting sustainable ecotourism and generating wider 
public awareness of the significance of the sites. 

2 Historical urban communities: caught between royal and vernacular 
heritage 

In The Uses of Heritage, Smith (2006, p.11) argues that authorised heritage discourses 
are produced by technical experts and state cultural agencies, who, in turn, become the 
gatekeepers of national heritage. “This discourse takes its cue from the grand narratives 
of nation and class on the one hand, and technical expertise and aesthetic judgment on the 
other. The authorized heritage discourse privileges monumentality and grand scale, innate 
artifact/site significance tied to time depth, scientific/aesthetic expert judgment, social 
consensus and nation-building”. 

In official documents which articulate Thailand’s ‘authorized heritage discourse’ 
(ibid), conservation authorities focus primarily on two categories of architectural 
heritage. The first is Buddhist religious architecture and royal structures such as palaces 
(no matter how many western influences and details are used in the structure), as these 
are widely deemed as symbols of the nation and thus the main focus for conservation in 
urban areas. 

According to the mission of the FAD,1 the state agency responsible for historical 
conservation in Thailand, the main mandate of the department is to safeguard the objects 
of art, architecture, performance and rituals relating to royal rulers, Buddhist religion and 
the nation’s identity. With its history of royal patronage, the FAD has long played a 
prominent role in representing royal heritage as the nation’s heritage and identity. For 
instance, in its annual report, (Somsuda, 2011) the FAD often portrays itself as the 
agency executing the wishes of the king and royal members to nurture Thai arts as the 
heritage of Thailand. In addition, it claims to act under the auspicious direction of the 
king as the great artist and the father of the nation’s heritage conservation. 

Indeed, the FADs self-portrayal as the gatekeeper of the nation’s grand royal and 
Buddhist heritage is consistent with Herzfeld’s (2006) analysis of the Thai state’s 
embrace of the Western pre-occupation with monumental architecture as the 
quintessential material symbol of modernity and nationhood. This valorisation and 
celebration of monumentality was vividly expressed in the Rattanakosin Master Plan  
for the Conservation of Historic Bangkok – a plan which originally proposed to  
eliminate the unkempt, living urban cultural heritage of markets and human  
settlements in favour of historical monuments surrounded by open, green spaces which 
promote unobstructed vistas. 
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In keeping with the authorised heritage discourses borrowed to a large degree from 
the West, since the early 20th century, international media images promoting tourism in 
Thailand (Seidenfaden, 1984) have also highlighted royal structures and Buddhist 
temples, such as the grand palace, the monastic precinct of Wat Phra Kaew and other 
related buildings. The association of Thai heritage with Buddhist and royal structures was 
further reinforced in the 1980s, following the successful nomination of the former capital 
cities of Thailand, Sukhothai and Ayutthaya, as UNESCO World Heritage sites. As 
Peleggi (2002) has pointed out, the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) has also 
collaborated with the FAD in restoring several historic monuments and promoting them 
as major destinations for overseas tourists. 

The flip side of this image of royal, Buddhist heritage is the vernacular farmhouse, 
which is also recognised as national heritage by Thai academics, albeit carrying much 
less significance than the monumental heritage above. The stilt farmhouse of the central 
valley is the symbol of Thailand’s rice farmers, who have long constituted the labour 
backbone of Thailand’s rice export economy. Stilt farmhouses eventually found their way 
into the symbolic repertoire of royal heritage, as royal rulers constructed this type of 
Thai-style house in their new palace precincts to receive their commoner friends and 
domestics.2 Later on, heritage studies and reports also expanded the scope of architectural 
heritage to include indigenous houses of different ethnic groups in other regions of the 
country. A majority of the studies on vernacular architecture focused on the unique 
architectural features of the structures, while the landscape and their broader  
socio-cultural settings were rarely mentioned. It should also be said that while some 
examples of domestic architecture have made it into the ranks of national heritage, very 
few of these structures are actually protected, conserved and maintained – much less in 
collaboration with their living inhabitants. 

Historical urban communities are problematically situated in between these two 
symbolic poles of Thai nationalism, which Wallipodom (2001), a famous Thai revisionist 
scholar and historian, called ‘the royal culture and folk culture’. While the former refers 
to high culture, particularly the arts and crafts of the royal court, the latter category refers 
to local or vernacular culture of the countryside, which is intrinsically more ethnically 
diverse and dynamic than the former. Having no place within this dualistic conception of 
Thai heritage, historical urban communities have largely been left to deteriorate. At 
worst, the government heritage authorities have attempted to conduct ‘spatial cleansing’ 
(Herzfeld, 2006), tearing down ‘deteriorated’ wooden vernacular structures and 
relocating their communities in the name of conservation because historic, urban 
vernacular architecture is impermanent and linked to commoners, and thus has no place 
in the monumental conception of national heritage (Pakitnontrakan, 2007). 

3 Historical urban communities: cultural landscapes in danger 

Why should we care about these communities? Why are they significant? Most of these 
urban communities were built during two critical periods in Thailand’s history, the first 
period being the establishment of the new capital city of Bangkok in the late 18th century 
and the second being the expansion of urbanisation and modernisation around the turn of 
20th century, when King Chulalongkorn, the fifth monarch of the Chakri Dynasty, 
reformed the country. These historical urban communities were established as a result of 
the expansion of canal transportation, which facilitated the economic interests and 
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political advantage of the royal rulers during the era of colonial encounters and 
modernisation. As such, these urban settlements are a tangible record of the royal 
government’s policies in developing Thailand into a modern nation-state. Moreover, they 
are manifestations of the ruling elite’s preference for urbanity, and also reflect how local 
communities responded to socio-economic changes by creatively adapting their simpler 
ways of life to modernisation. At first glance, these historical urban communities bear 
similarities with the category of ‘folk’ culture described above, particularly in terms of 
the ethnic diversity, including Chinese and other foreigners. But upon closer analysis, one 
sees that the socio-cultural and economic character of these communities is closely 
connected to high court culture and tied to the central administration, since these 
communities were local extensions of the King’s centralised administration and 
symbolised the central power toward his subjects. Given the importance of these urban 
communities for the economic development of the modern nation-state, it is paradoxical 
that they have been completely ignored in the official heritage discourse. 

To better understand this erasure, we must also briefly trace the history of the 
influence of Western conservationist principles in Thailand. During the colonial period, 
the Thai monarch, King Chulalongkorn, visited historic ruins in the Dutch and British 
colonies of Indonesia, and he later visited Europe, where he was exposed to the practice 
of heritage conservation as a means of mastering the past. Having borrowed these 
principles from the West during the early decades of modernisation, King Chulalongkorn 
laid the foundations for Thailand’s subsequent pursuit of a national heritage modelled on 
the Western ideal of monumental grandeur [Peleggi, (2002), pp.14–15]. Indeed, although 
never directly colonised, Thailand nonetheless became signatory to all the international 
heritage declarations which enshrined the Western conservation principles. 

Among the declarations, conventions, charters and documents drafted by the United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), the Venice 
Charter for the Conservation and Restoration of Monuments and Sites in 1964 became 
the most standard practice for cultural heritage around the world. In Thailand, both the 
1931 Athens and 1964 Venice Charters reinforced the official narrative of preserving 
grand, royal monuments as national heritage. 

However, over the past two decades, the international historic conservation 
movement has moved well beyond the conservation of authentic materials and the 
physical fabric of sites towards a recognition of the intangible values and wider social 
and historical contexts of sites. This paradigm shift is reflected in the adoption of 
conventions and charters such as the Burra Charter or Australia ICOMOS Charter for the 
Conservation of Places of Cultural Significance in 1979 (revised 1999), the Charter for 
Conservation of Historic Towns and Urban Areas (Washington Charter 1987) and the 
Nara Document on Authenticity (1994). These charters expanded the definition of 
historic significance and highlighted the integral relationship between tangible forms and 
the intangible values of cultural heritage. For instance, the Washington Charter (Articles 
3 and 4) has put the concerns of residents of historic towns as a first priority, and seeks to 
integrate conservation with other policies of social and economic development as well as 
urban planning. It also opposes major transportation construction in historic districts. 
Another important international protocol that reflects the reconceptualisation of heritage 
is the Nara Document, which challenges Western definitions of authenticity rooted in 
material fabric, and focuses instead on the continuity of traditional practices which 
constitute the spirit and meaning of place [Jokilehto, (2002), p.298]. 
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This shift towards greater recognition of wider social and contextual meanings was 
reinforced in 1992, when the World Heritage Convention declared cultural landscapes as 
a new category of World Heritage protection, defining cultural landscapes as unique 
geographical areas that manifest the evolution of human settlements under the physical 
constraints of the natural environment (Taylor, 2009). As a result, historic conservation 
began to pay greater attention to the consideration of urban spatial arrangement, social 
contexts, traditions, spiritual values and the everyday life activities of local communities 
as part of the site’s historic significance and authenticity. 

According to these charters, the historical urban communities of Thailand can be 
considered as cultural landscapes. The ordinary wooden houses, everyday life activities, 
memories, living traditions, and urban spaces between buildings combine together to 
create a distinctive collective identity of each urban settlement. The historic significance 
of the district is the whole spatial arrangement of modest architectural elements, not the 
individual form of a monumental scale structure which is similar to what renowned urban 
planners, Sitte (1965) and Bacon (1967) suggested for the preference of urban space 
(Figure 1). 

In recent years, several charters and guidelines have been drafted to deal specifically 
with the cultural heritage and cultural landscapes in East and Southeast Asian countries. 
These include, for instance, the Hoi An Protocols and China ICOMOS Principles for the 
Conservation of Heritage Sites in China both conferred in 2000. In spite of these global 
trends, Thailand’s state historic conservation authorities (FAD) still have not developed a 
national framework for the protection of cultural heritage beyond the Venice Charter 
(Weeraphan 2006). While Thailand’s state conservation agency lags behind the rest of 
the world, the TAT, a powerful state agency focusing on promoting tourism business, has 
been very proactive in keeping up with current trends in the world’s tourism business and 
cultural heritage management for tourism promotion, often with negative consequences 
for historical communities. 

In the late 1980s, while Thailand’s conservation authorities were still preoccupied 
with monumental heritage, the TAT organised programmes and published materials that 
focused on royal events, historic ruins and heritage sites. With the rise of environmental 
concerns in the 1990s came the emergence of an eco-tourism market and shift of focus to 
cultural landscapes. Following this trend, the TAT promoted the idea of ‘culture and 
nature’ in the early 1990s but main theme of “Amazing Thailand switched back and 
focused on heritage sites and royal events toward the beginning of new millennium” 
(ATT, 1998). In 2003, TAT launched a new international campaign –’Unseen Thailand’ 
– to promote new tourist destinations in local areas.3 Recently, TATs marketing plan for 
2012 includes Thailand Experience and Smile aimed at young students and youthful 
tourists in Asia, and aims to incorporate communities in small towns as new tourist 
destinations (TAT, 2012a). 

While the state conservation agencies (such as FAD) are still lacking expertise in 
dealing with the management of urban cultural landscapes and struggling to work 
effectively with local communities, tourism business has already penetrated many local 
areas, including historical communities, with the aim of commodifying these sites for 
tourism. Unmitigated tourism promotion has proven to have detrimental effects on local 
communities, as short-term interests override the development of long-term sustainable 
management plans. Without proper historic conservation guidelines, incompatible tourist 
activities and businesses could drive the local residents out of the area. This is akin to 
what Zetter and Watson (2006) have observed elsewhere in the developing world, where 
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globalisation leads to either the rapid deterioration of indigenous urban fabrics or the 
commodification of historic places as frozen artefacts for global consumption, 
disconnecting them from local continuity. 

In Thailand, there have been a number of successful efforts to counter this trend of 
unsustainable tourism promotion. Through Community-Based Tourism (CBT) and local 
advocacy for historic conservation, several historic districts have been restored and have 
since become unique tourist destinations without the involvement of state conservation 
agencies. A number of historic market districts were safeguarded from demolition, local 
cultural events were revived, and polluted environments were cleaned up by  
well-organised communities with the support of their local governments (Praphaphan and 
Naphat, 2006). As in the cases of the Sam Chuk Market (Nawigamune, 2011), and the 
Lad Mayom canal community, the key to these successful community-based heritage 
efforts has been the community’s rediscovery and recognition of its own unique history 
and collective memory. Historical documents, such as old photographs – together with 
oral histories about individuals and significant sites in the landscape – were gathered and 
published as a first step in the conservation process. Through this documentation of 
intangible narratives and practices, fragmented communities were unified as members 
began to realise that their identity and integrity came from their shared past. An effective 
collaboration between the community and local government was also essential to operate 
sustainable tourism business (TAT, 2012b). 

However, the crucial factor for maintaining continuity and fostering sustainable 
tourism is the community’s learning process and a shared recognition of their capacity to 
effect change as well as the value of their historical, natural and cultural resources. Strong 
and visionary leaders in community are also vital for managing tourist related businesses, 
cooperating with government agencies and maintaining cultural continuity of the place. 
The community needs to evaluate both positive and negative impacts from tourist 
activities in the five major areas of social, cultural, political, environmental and economic 
consequences. Community members must reach a consensus on management policies, 
type of services and products, and revenue redistribution. This agreement must ensure 
that tourism business is only secondary and will not transform the community’s core 
values, way of life and main occupations (Weerapon, 2004). 

Apart from their lack of experience in facilitating participatory processes such as 
those described above, Thailand’s heritage authorities also lack the capacity to grapple 
with another powerful force of globalisation – urban development. First, there is the 
pattern of market-driven real estate development influenced by the Thai Government’s 
mega infrastructure projects, which represents a major threat for these urban 
communities. New highway junctions or stations in the mass transit system rapidly 
become new urban centres, competing effectively with old urban centres. The 
developments of new highway routes result in the deterioration of historical 
neighbourhood downtown districts, while the mass transit stations in old city suburbs can 
create high land values in old historical areas leading to new development. 

Historical urban communities face a host of other management challenges, including 
small, narrow road and canal networks, old utilities, and facilities without sufficient 
maintenance. As a result, these communities bear traffic congestion, air, water and noise 
pollution. Utilities such as electrical power, telephone lines and underground tap water 
belong to the national agencies, while pedestrian walkways, roads and lighting systems 
are under the maintenance of the local municipality. The divided public facilities and 
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utilities lead to inefficient and unstable planning and management, which is exacerbated 
by conflicts between national and local politicians. 

Changing preferences of the younger generation of urban historical communities have 
also presented challenges, as younger residents tend to favour the larger and more 
permanent structures than historic wood houses, replicating the Bangkok elite’s tastes for 
modern and classical architecture. Moreover, owners of wooden houses lack technical 
knowledge to preserve their homes, and have limited access to newer,  
wood-compatible materials to improve modern functions and comfort. With both the 
domestic problems of household maintenance and external nuisance of urban and tourist 
development, the everyday life activities and local culture of these communities are on a 
track to disappear, paving the way for either completely new development or renovation 
for the purpose of tourism-driven commodification. 

While the main government agencies, such as the FAD and the Office of 
Environmental Planning and Policy (ONEP), are still preoccupied with royal heritage, 
there are numerous international and national advocacy organisations, such as the Society 
for the Conservation of National Treasure (SCONTE), the Association of Siamese 
Architects (ASA), ICOMOS Bangkok Office, as well as architecture programmes in 
major universities that recognise the historical value of the urban cultural landscape of 
provincial towns. Currently, architecture programmes and schools in various universities 
in Thailand are conducting academic researches with the aim of saving these historical 
urban communities and developing plans to cope with tourist activities. 

Since 2010, local communities, architecture students and local advocacy groups have 
been working together to research, document and revitalise historic places and their 
everyday life patterns. As the following case studies will demonstrate, architecture 
educators strive to empower historical urban communities with the determinations to 
conserve and safeguard their places by striking a balance between continuing their local 
livelihoods and optimising benefits from tourism business. 

4 Khlong Bangkok Noi-Bang Luang: saving Bangkok’s last canal 
community 

The origin of the area of Khlong Bangkok Noi-Bang Luang traces back to the reign of 
King Chairacha of Ayutthaya around 400 years ago, when he ordered the excavation of a 
shortcut route across the Chao Phraya River Oxbow to reduce travel time to the Gulf of 
Thailand. This shortcut later became bigger due to the direct flow of the river, and is 
recognised by most Bangkok residents as a part of the Chao Phraya River. The original 
Chao Phraya River Oxbow became smaller and was later mistakenly called a canal (or 
‘khlong’ in Thai), with the name Bangkok Noi at the north and Bang Luang at the south 
of the loop (Figure 2). The water-based communities along Khlong Bang Luang canal 
contain original settlement of Bangkok that began around 1,767 when King Taksin 
established Thonburi as his capital city. When his successor, Rama I, moved the capital 
across the river to the east side of the river, which is today the Rattanakosin Historic 
District, most of the petty bureaucrats continued to live on the Thonburi side, 
concentrating in the area of Khlong Bang Luang. 

The real Chao Phraya River’s oxbow is recognised as a canal embracing communities 
of bureaucrats who served the palace since the beginning of the Bangkok period through 
the end of the absolute monarchy in 1932. Unlike the east side of the river, which grew 
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rapidly over the course of the 20th century, the west part of Chao Phraya River, 
Thonburi, has not faced the same level of growth and urbanisation and thus still 
maintains some of the historic urban fabric of early canal communities dating to the 
establishment of Bangkok as the kingdom’s capital. Moreover, an alternative narrative of 
the history of Rattanakosin Historic District can be found among the residents, whose 
predecessors served royal members in Bangkok’s palaces and worked in the old city 
district. These urban settlements, with their everyday activities along a canal network, 
constitute a unique cultural landscape in keeping with the definition of World Heritage 
and represent the living history of Pre-Modern Bangkok period. 

Figure 2 The area of Thonburi and Bangkok before and after 1542 

 

The population in the community has declined because the younger generation is moving 
out to live in condominiums downtown or bigger houses in the suburbs. Senior residents 
are left behind and face difficulties in maintaining their historic wood houses as described 
above. Vacant lots near major streets have been transformed into new suburban housing 
developments and factories, alienating the older community. The new development of 
road networks was not planned to connect to the old canal network, thus creating 
difficulties for transport from the canal community to Bangkok. Moreover, the roads to 
the community are narrow pedestrian walkways, and in some areas, not wide enough to 
accommodate basic public infrastructure and services, such as garbage collection, sewage 
systems, and tap water. Therefore, refuse and garbage are illegally disposed into the 
canal, causing water pollution and blocking transportation. Moreover, in some areas, 
utility ducts are installed along the edge of the canal, creating visual chaos for 
communities. The long tail boats carrying tourists for sightseeing activities also generate 
noise pollution, disturbing the neighbourhood. These physical problems are partly driving 
indigenous residents out to live in other parts of Bangkok, which offer complete public 
facilities. 
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Figure 3 House along the canal in Khlong Bang Luang and Khlong Bang Waek photographed by 
the author during the survey 

 

Most of historic conservation plans and reports consider only the Rattanakosin Historic 
District on the east bank of the Chao Phraya River and King Taksin’s Palace District on 
the Thonburi side. It is also striking that there have not been any government or academic 
studies on the history of the bureaucrats who served the royal rulers in the Rattanakosin 
Historic District in the past, nor any conservation of these historic wood houses. In 
contrast, the boat tour for Khlong Bang Luang is very popular among foreign visitors at 
the luxury hotels along the Chao Phraya River. The canal transportation, which generates 
noise, is also subject to overlapping control of both national and local level agencies, 
Ministry of Transportation’s the Marine Department, and Bangkok Municipality 
Authority’s Traffic and Transportation Department and the Department of Drainage. 

The development of the mass transit system in Thonburi is now in the construction 
stage on Charansanitwong Road, the major road adjacent to the canal network of Khlong 
Bang Luang. The underground train station would become a new neighbourhood centre 
in Thonburi and the land value of the area is predicted to increase exponentially. The 
owners of historical wood houses could earn a great deal from selling their property and 
leaving the community to make way for new high-rise towers adjacent to the subway. 
The construction of public facilities such as flood protection concrete walls and utility 
ducts that the Bangkok Metropolitan Authority must provide for new development soon 
will create more visual chaos and block the view to the canal. In the worst-case scenario, 
these historic canal communities of Bangkok soon will disappear, and the history of petty 
bureaucrats who were the life and soul of Rattanakosin Historic District will vanish. 
Although some wood houses with fine details might be protected, there is a high 
possibility that they would be preserved as frozen artefacts for tourist consumption. 
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5 Damnoenkasem Road in the town of Phetchaburi: saving the first royal 
resort town 

Damnoenkasem Road is a historic neighbourhood in the town of Phetchaburi, the first 
resort town in Thai history. While Phetchaburi has a long and rich history dating to the 
Angkorian period (9th–13th C.E.), Thais know it as the town where the fourth monarch 
of present dynasty, King Mongkut, ordered his summer palace to be built on top of a 
mountain near the city and the Phetchaburi River called Phranakhon Khiri. His son and 
grandson also built another two royal resorts in the area, Ramratchaniwet Vila at the 
south of the town, and Maruekhathaiyawan, which were constructed by King 
Chulalongkorn and Vajiravudh respectively. Damnoenkasem Road was one of the major 
arteries through the residential area for royal bureaucrats who followed the king. The 
wooden shop houses and detached houses in this area also present some unique features, 
such as shuttered windows, Mansard roofs and wood carving transoms or entablature, 
echoing the influence of Victorian architecture in Thailand. 

The town and province of Phetchaburi has been a focal point for historic conservation 
and tourism centred on the three royal villas of Phranakhon Khiri, Ramratchaniwet and 
Maruekhathaiyawan. These three are located at the edge of the town of Phetchaburi and 
in Cha-Am beach. Phranakhon Khiri was designed with a mix of Greek classical and 
Thai traditional architecture, while Ramratchaniwet was a Baroque hunting mansion 
designed by a German architect. Maruekhathaiyawan villa reflects Victorian architecture. 
Buddhist temples inside the town also gained full conservation support as fine examples 
of late Ayutthaya Kingdom art that survived the Burmese invasion of Thailand in the 
1770s. 

In contrast to these royal and Buddhist sites, the cluster of historical wooden shop 
houses in downtown Phetchaburi has been ignored by conservation and tourism 
authorities. The majority of residents are descendants of bureaucrats who constructed and 
served in these royal summer villas. Several owners of the historic houses also have 
stories of their ancestors who served as royal servants and guards, providing narratives of 
local history and the perspective of commoners towards their royal rulers. Some of them 
could trace connections to canal communities in Khlong Bang Luang of Thonburi 
District, since both these communities shared the history as bureaucrats serving the royal 
households. 

Like Khlong Bang Luang, the population of the town of Phetchaburi is also in 
decline. The new generation of residents has moved to the new housing developments in 
the western and Southern suburbs of the town, or to live in Bangkok. Since the owners of 
wooden shop-houses and houses in the area have a long history of connections to 
extended wealthy families in Bangkok, the youth are inclined to get further education and 
the elderly are often moved in order to get better access to healthcare in Bangkok. 
Therefore, some owners of these wooden houses no longer live in the houses, but rather 
rent them out, which leads to deterioration because the renters cannot make decisions for 
regular maintenance. Many wooden shop houses in this area are left vacant, and are 
eventually demolished and replaced by new modern concrete structures that are 
historically alienated from the neighbourhood. The municipal government of Phetchaburi 
is responsible for assisting communities to develop their quality of life, but it is run by 
elected officials who are inclined to support only those communities that vote for them. 
Moreover, in what is best described as a feudal context, it is difficult to reach an 
agreement with other national agencies such as regional electricity, tap water, and 
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telecommunication authorities and the provincial cultural council. The regional and 
provincial agencies also caution against opening talks with the municipality, since a local 
political group has dominated the town for more than three decades, while officials of the 
national agencies are rotated every three to five years. 

6 Conclusions: measure drawings and cultural mapping as tools to foster 
the community’s sense of ownership 

As these cases show, the histories and memories of Thailand’s historical urban 
communities, their patterns of everyday life, local events and festivals are likely to 
disappear without urgent interventions to mitigate the impact of mega projects for public 
infrastructure. Both the tangible heritage of wooden shop houses and intangible heritage 
of unique traditional ways of life in provincial towns may soon be lost. 

However, there are still opportunities to safeguard these historic urban districts in 
provincial towns through community-based sustainable tourism and participatory cultural 
heritage conservation principles which recognise the uniqueness of local cultural 
landscapes and the rights of local communities to have a say in the future of their 
heritage. Academic institutions and state agencies such as the Provincial Cultural 
Council, TAT, Housing Authority and Community Development Office have started to 
conduct more research on how to work with communities to collect historical data, 
manage these resources and maintain their character and urban livelihoods. 

Figure 4 Section sketch of a house along the canal of Khlong Bang Luang drawn by Mr. Suvapat 
Chooduang, a 5th year architecture programme student at School of Architecture and 
Design, King Mongkut’s University of Technology Thonburi 

 

As long as the government conservation agencies continue to neglect these historical 
urban communities as the nation’s heritage and cultural landscapes, the only hope is for 
other sectors to step in – namely conservation architects and academics – to help both 
local communities and the wider public understand and recognise the value of these 
historic wood houses and local histories. Along these lines, several architecture 
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programmes in major universities in Bangkok and the Society for the Conservation of 
National Treasures (SCONTE) are engaged in the process of documenting the tangible 
and intangible heritage of these communities, by surveying sites, sketching the historic 
structures (Figure 4) and interviewing local residents. This process of research and 
documentation fosters pride among local residents, and consequently stimulates them to 
share more information about local history and cultural practices. Students, conservation 
architects and community members have the opportunity to exchange stories and learn 
from each other while conducting surveys at the sites. Another methodology is ‘cultural 
mapping’ with local youth and elderly in the community to record intangible heritage and 
explore opportunities to use it for sustainable tourism and development. With the advance 
of media technology, these documenting processes also generate tangible products, such 
as maps of local historic architecture, neighbourhood tour maps (Figure 5), and postcards 
from sketch drawings and realistic renderings. Taken together, these participatory 
activities are a starting point for communities to safeguard their historic cultural 
landscape and maintain their culture. 

Figure 5 Sketch drawing of the houses and travel route in the canal network of Khlong Bang 
Luang drawn by the author and Mr. Suvapat Chooduang, 5th year student at School of 
Architecture and Design, King Mongkut’s University (see online version for colours) 

 

In the case of Khlong Bang Luang, the expansion of the mass transit system constitutes a 
major threat to these fragmented communities. The work currently being conducted to 
document historic wood houses and undertake cultural mapping is important to support 
communities to collect their historical and cultural resources. The data is not only for 
vital for conservation but also for the community to work with other stakeholders to 
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create sustainable cultural tourism business plans and more environmentally friendly 
transportation options for the historic canal route. The plan should help promote a 
tourism route linking to the Rattanakosin Historic District across the river, with a clear 
policy to prevent unwanted activities or overcrowding of tourists. It is hoped that once 
the value of the cultural resources of these canal communities are recognised, the 
government agencies dealing with historic conservation will rethink proper conservation 
zoning for the area. 

Figure 6 Detailed drawing of section of historical houses in the town of Phetchaburi drawn by 
Ms. Suthida Pholkaew, a part of the cooperative internship programme and the 
workshop conducted by School of Architecture and Design, King Mongkut’s University 
of Technology Thonburi and the Faculty of Architecture, Rangsit University from four 
architecture programmes of major universities in Bangkok 

 

For the second case of Damnoenkasem Road in the town of Phetchaburi, while there are 
few tourists, realistic renderings of buildings (Figure 6) and a walking tour map  
(Figure 7) have proven to be important tools to foster the sense of pride and identity of 
the owners of the historic structures and residents in this community. Cultural maps 
reflecting the history and living heritage inscribed in the landscape, together with 
sketches of vernacular architecture, can be vital for conveying to a wider public that these 
communities have unique art and architecture worthy of recognition and conservation. 

The data from cultural mapping can serve as a guideline for the provincial cultural 
office to conduct further projects promoting local events and festivities. Moreover, with 
participatory planning, the realistic rendering and sketch drawings can hopefully serve as 
a reference for the municipal administration to develop a proper building code that would 
prevent incompatible structures in the historic urban cultural landscape and improve the 
plan for public space and infrastructure. CBT, together with participatory heritage 
conservation initiatives, can represent a counter-narrative against the authorised discourse 
of monumentalism. 
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Figure 7 Walking tour map of Damnoenkasem Road in Phetchaburi City with drawings of 
historic wooden shops and houses (see online version for colours) 
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Notes 
1 The FAD was founded in 1911 by the 6th monarch of Bangkok, King Vajiravudh, who 

merged the Unit of Arts and Crafts from the Ministry of Public Works with the Office of 
Museums from the Ministry of Moral Affairs. 

2 Both the fifth and sixth monarchs, King Chulalongkorn and his son, King Vajiravudh ordered 
to construct central Thai style houses in their newly built palaces – Suan Dusit Royal Villa and 
Sanamchan Royal Villa. 

3 http://www.asiatraveltips.com/travelnews03/206Unseen.shtml. 


