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Abstract
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DOES POPULAR HIS"ORY IN TI{ALAF{D
NEED HISTORTANS?

Hong Lysar

uvrnneia

,r^r.udrfl unrrc{mreruntrurlev{'fr nranfuuurtir.frunirueurr n fi rJernn
J6,
lruofll.itFuquluilavntntvrflgir{i{rgiafa,reau'[rail lorsfiru?uq"rnn,ilaJ16url.rrrrirsfiB{
urortmndutilurun:rarinqfintriulu4finrnorrGsu .jrfi'u.jrfi1nr?ruri'ufirvi'uri'ufrrgrar

ni, riulrrrfl tsst iludnadntr rinrfiflu urfifl1s #oirurntrumfunvlura'nri rir.r{ ! '- !
v t oJ " 

g do <a v h.A
o1{e'lrJn{1uflo.11{,lnt11}JYIu51Un1?Sflyl11U9r','r}J}Jlmt6',lUytlt4SUEJUUUIn tUnelNFlgt

i , J a ( t . 4 * ;- r "^ t
fl o.iil?ntfl 1 r{ o e1uurilun0[nil%1o{il?veafl 16 FltrrlJ'rJ rnrJlnililun:J?zln41dnt

d d | % d I ad I % 6 e\W

olsv{Lllguiltvann16Fl? I{?nlfl1tnfluttuu?f n'ltyl1.1''tu1t€{unil?y.]FlFll6FlatrayB.tIriau

n1?c{liilc{uus''rnudn{ruvrrs:lrcdfinranirvirfiqvrararrki drfifioeirfifl{rioefin il1n!4{

vrirrlrv{finramfuuutrrriT ur,rarirfi trrflfi'.Jrorudrtioarrfluriounahraiulri'rin
!

I h t 4 hra av J ya Aat J a h!€ d u
urrrJnfl18{n?o1nytInflntrllsutvtoFl?'trJtltltqylFll!u uavt{oil[g.itnn{n,]1}Jtnnautu"t

o dxfi nradffi arudn rns*ivrr.rilrvifi ara n{saru,: n rrr
I

ABSTRACT

This essay examines the spate of popularhistory products thatsurfaced

in Thailand at the turn of the miltrennium, trig.gered by the traumatic Asian
financial crisis that was set off by ttre mn on the Thai baht in 1997" The
producers of pictures, novels, movies and tel.,evisionserials allclaim that their
work basically conform to the standards of proof that they consider as ttle
requirement for history as written by professional historians. They mimic the
way historians work, and are facilitated by the very parrcity of available
historical records. These popular histories are themselves materials for
professional historians toexplore in order to better understand and deal with
the dynamics of theirdircipline"
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WHAT IS HISROTY IN TF{AILAND TODAY?

The Question ofjust what history is in Thailand toCay ar-ises beczuse

of recent event which have brought to prominence its obverse : what is not
history? The questions are not *l^- outcome of pedantic vanities or tenttorial
jealousies on the part of academic historians, but beg to be addressed because

of the stream of related history products, fashioned by non-professional
historians, which have been grabbing the newspaper headlines, and which
completely defies the professional historianis underctanding of rphat constitu.tes

academic historical researrh and analysis. Popular history is understood here
to mean works u,hich claim to be true to the past, produced for the populace

by non-specialists rvhose primary aim is not necessarily to further historical
scholarship, but to attract a wide audience.

Tum of the millnenniumThailand has witnessed the veritable sidetrining

in the eyes of the public of professional historians both in the universities and

even in the state cultural pronounce on what exactly happened in the past.

Instead. $ristoryd has been accessed through rneditation anddrearns ffanslated

into photographic images, through the imaginative cr€ation of film producers

and screenwriters of cinema and television scripts, and by popular historical
novelists. The phenomenon of the cult of Phra Suphankalaya was reported in
the news media in late February L999; the movie Suriyatlzai pmniered with
great fanfare in August 2001, its publicity materials saturating the media and

public space in the months leading to tlrcevent; the announcement that Princess

Uboh'at would take the rol,e of Phra Wisutkasat, daughter of Queen Suriyothai
and mother of Phra Suphankalaya in thetelevision serial Kasatriyawas made

in November 2AA2

Regardless of whether they were pleased with the popular history
products or not, historians such as Sunait and Piset have lent their expertise to
their production, and at least to soflle degree marked out the realms of
possibility for the discourses. Wittrout them, the producers of popular hhtory
would have proceeded with what they have set out to do anyway, for while the
paucity of documents may be limiting on information about the past, a{ &e
same time itcan be liberating for the popular history producers for it is well
nigh impossible to challenge tbeir rendition of the past as inrralid based on
docurnentary evidence. Thefilms, novels, dreams and pietures that deal with

€a{ fi1fr a?rertdBnr tarfr nind



history areeasier to create than to refute. They are parl of theecosystem along
with the Fine Arts Department, Sinlapa &'atthanatham, entertainment
rnagazines, the education system, the laws of the land, the political, social and
economic system, as well as historians and historical records. Thecult of Phra
Suphankalaya has waned without fanfare when the tumult of the financial
crisis settled into management modeperhaps only to await the nextcrisis and
cult of v,'orship. Kasatriya and especially Suriyothai on the other hand have a
life beyond their initial public encounter, for they can be reread and rescreened
endless rimes. The popular history products can be ana{ysed, critiqued, used
as classroom case-studies of how documentation and irnagination can be
inextricable; studied for an understanding of the cultural politics in the turn of
ttle millennium Thailand, and its particular idiorn of the Alnrtthaya hero qu€ens.
Perhap,s in thefuture, theycould be parodied; provided withcounter-narratives,
say from the point of view of King Mahin,or the third pe6on on the back of
Queen Suriyothafs elephant. As it is, one prominent issue that has emerged
out of the recentpopularhistory issue is justhow nebulous thedocumentation
is for the pre-nineteenth century period; the rnomentum is there for re-looking
royal-national history as popularhistory. The possibilities are limitedonly by
the historianis definition of what history is"
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