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PREFACE 

The Siam Society under Royal Patronage in conjunction with the CASA Asia in Barcelona 
under the direction of Mr. Jezuis Sanz is organising an exhibition of unique textiles from 
Thailand as part of the Thailand cultural event from October through December 2009 . . 
The purpose of the textile exhibition is to promote cultural understanding and appreciation 
of the artistic heritage between the people of Thailand and Spain who have a long history 
of close cultural relations. 

The book "Through Woven Heritage: The Textiles of Thailand" is an attempt to summarise 
general knowledge on textile use and production in traditional cultures through various regions 
of the kingdom since ancient times. The intention of the book is to provide a profile of Thai 
textile art and assist a better understanding of the Thai people, along with the wish to preserve 
the gracious weaving heritage of Southeast Asia. The content provides historical background 
based on archaeological finds in the country and various materials and technical know-how 
employed in creating textile crafts. Each geographical region of Thailand and its ethnic 
composition nurture characteristic features of weaving in picturesque northern, northeastern, 
central and peninsular southern regions. Diffusion with the neighboring cultures of Burma, 
Laos, Cambodia, and Malaysia also enrich the textile traditions of the Thais. The textile culture 
includes the past practice of importing specific fabrics designed for aristocratic functions, court 
wear, and royal ceremonies from China and India. 

To complement the exhibition highlights, details of each piece of textile on display will be 
provided, with vivid photography and concise descriptions. Owners and the history of their 
collections will also be introduced and honoured as further encouragement in the field of 
cultural preservation aiming at a higher level of global understanding. 

A note of appreciation toward those responsible for making this cultural project and the 
exhibition in Barcelona possible must also be made. These are the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
Thailand, the Tourism Authority of Thailand, H.E. Mr. Juan Manuel Lopez Nadal, H.E. 
Mr. Ignacio Sagaz Temprano, Professor Vithi Phanichphant - lecturer for the exhibition and 
author of the catalogue, Mr. Sakchai Guy - photographer and designer for the catalogue and last 
but not least, the collectors who have loaned their wonderful textile pieces to make this 
exhibition a truly memorable event. 

Athuek Asvanund 
President 

THE SIAM SOCIETY U DER ROYAL PATRO AGE 
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HRH PRINCESS 

BEJARATANA RAJASUDA 
SI RI S 0 PHABANN AVAD I 

COLLECTOR 

was born on 24 November 1925, the only daughter of 
HM King Vajiravudh (Rama VI), first patron of the Siam 
Society under Royal Patronage. 

Her special interests have been in connection to the welfare 
of the general public and in the fields of public health as well 
as to the welfare of soldiers and police on duty in the border 
provinces of Thailand. 







Drawings of spindles (from Bo11 
ll011g Hai: Excovotio11s of Iro11-oge 

Cemetery i11 Northern Thoi/011d by 
Silkworm Books, 2003) 

Traces of fabric on bronze bracelet 
from 3,000 year-old burial site in 
Ban Chiang, Udonthani province 

(from Tmditio17ol Iso11Texti/es by 
Fine Arts Department of Thailand) 

Ethnic Karen girl weaving with 
backstrap loom, fae Chaem, 

Chiang Iai province. (VP) 

opposite 

Cotton weaving in traditional 
village in Thailand. (JW) 

THE 
CULTURE 

of 
WEAVING 

Out of the basic need for survival 
and existence, clothing and protective 
coverings of the man's body were 
invented since the dawn of humanity. 
Man learned to manipulate natural plants 
and animal fibres into woven cloths 
and textiles heralding the beginnings 
of civilization and technological 
development. Archeological finds in 
several locations in Thailand indicate 
the progress of early weaving cultures 
in the region. In the northwest province 
of Mae Hongson, there are traces of cord 
marks and textile imprints on pottery 
shards at cave burial sites, dating back 
7,000-8,000 years during Thailand's 
prehistory. No cloth can last that long in 
natural conditions, but clay tools such as 
spindle whorls for making strings of 
fibre, or clay printing rolls of similar age 
remain at many burial places found in 
the Ban Chiang archeological site in the 
northeastern part of Thailand. Traces of 
textile attached to metal bracelets of the 
deceased during the Bronze Age are of 
great importance attesting to the early 
use of fabrics in Southeast Asia. 

Around two thousand years ago, 
before the arrival of the Tai-Lao ethnic 
group in mainland Southeast Asia, the 
area was mostly populated by early 
Austro-Asiatic people who still can be 
found up to the present day, namely the 
Lawa, the Kha, and the Malays. Their 
techniques of weaving cotton textiles by 
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backstrap loom continue in many hill 
villages, indicating the ancestral linkage 
to the more sophisticated weaving of 
the later Tai-Lao speaking population. 
The primitive backstrap looms produce 
narrow bands of fabric which are sewn 
together forming a larger and wider 
cloth for wearing and draping. Narrow 
width weaving when sewn together 
produces fabrics of striped designs 
which subsequently influence the 
pattern of clothing designs, and garment 
cuts, characteristic of all Southeast Asia 
costumes and clothing. 

The most popular materials for 
fabric in the region have been cotton 
and silk fibres, and occasionally wool 
and hemp are included. Natural white 
and brown cotton are native throughout 
Southeast Asia, producing strong fluffy 
fibres, though not as long as the 
Egyptian variety. Sericulture is supposed 
to have come from China due to the 
close proximity of the area to the 
Middle Kingdom. However the original 
cocoons used here are different from 
those raised in China. Wool and hemp 
have different texture and feel to the 
woven cotton and silk, especially in 
the hot and humid tropical weather, 
therefore, except in certain cool high 
mountainous areas, their usage is limited 
to packaging, making of bags or decorative 
trimmings. 
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THE 
CULTURE 

of 
WEAVING 

Cotton is a perishable plant 
cultivated by man since early human 
civilisation along with grains and 
vegetables. A single bush can produce 
cotton flowers which mature into a 
hundred or more fluffy cotton balls 
if favorable conditions prevail. The 
fibrous cotton balls are plugged, 
collected and further sun dried before 
any processing. In Thailand, usually the 
cotton fibre is separated from the seed 
by a simple wooden squeezer called 
mai heed fai, then fluffed up more 
by bow-string beating in a huge basket. 
The loose cotton fibre is made into 
pen-shaped rolls before being spun 
into tight long threads by hand spindle 
whorls or more developed wooden 
spinning wheels. Cotton threads are 
neatly arranged and wound into bundles 
ready for colour dyeing before setting 
up on wooden looms in preparation 
for weaving. Cotton threads come in 
various thicknesses: loosely woven 
thin threads produce a fine veil effect, 
whereas thick threads tightly woven, 
create stiff and knobby textiles, all 
have different functions and purposes. 
Cotton textiles are popular throughout 
the world for clothing: they are cool 
to wear, do not irritate the skin, soak 
up perspiration easily, and can be 
maintained by simple washing. The 
most important asset of cotton is that 
every household or village can simply 
grow and produce cotton yarn, even 
though the fibre may not last as long 
as animal fibres, cotton is definitely 
more practical and more widely used by 
most societies. 
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Silk is an insect-derived fibre from 
the larvae of moths or butterfly-like 
insects. Moth eggs hatch into hungry 
worms feeding on green leaves, namely 
from the mulberry and related plants. 
Once matured, the silkworm stops 
eating and turns to salivating which 
creates a fibrous cocoon around its body 
in which it hibernates. In the natural 
process after the insect ends its 
hibernation, it transforms itself into a 
moth or butterfly and breaks way from 
its cocoon to mate and procreate its 
species. Man stops the process by 
killing the insect during its hibernation 
and collect the cocoon protein fibres, 
spinning them into fine silk yarn, 
ready to be dyed and woven, creating 
wondrous shiny silken fabric of great 
beauty. 

It has been known that sericu l ture 
started in China long ago, confirmed 
by scholastic evidences that silk yarns 
were produced and used at least over 
the past 7,000 years. The Qin and Han 
dynasty courts enjoyed the luxurious 
use of silk and gained immense wealth 
from silk exportation. The knowledge 
of silk fabric production eventually 
spread to other Asian lands, and to the 
rest of the world, including territories 
that were to become Cambodia, Laos, 
Vietnam, Thailand, and Myanmar. 
Each area has followed the basic silk 
making processes of the Chinese, but 
has modified the dyeing and weaving 
techniques to their own tastes and 
limitations. 
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Cotton with natural dye from 
Ban Rai Pai Ngarn, Chom 
Thong district, Chiang fai 
pro ince. (VP) 

Silk cocoons in a silk farm 
in Chaiyaphum province. 
(Som pong Pengchan) 

Chinese I Thai silk cho11g koben 
for men, Fakta district, Uttaradit 
province. (VP) 





THE 
CULTURE 

of 
WEAVING 

PLAIN WEAVE 

Sheet fabric is created by simple crisscrossing of warp and weft yarn similar to 

basket weaving. With the help of the heddle in hand looms, tight or loose weaves 
can be created. Both warp and weft yarns can be of the same or different colours to 
create stripes, chequered board, and endless visual patterns. Plain weave cotton 
fabrics, coarse or fine, are popular with lay-people, whether for clothing, bedding, 
wrapping, or even ceremonial use. Fine thin cotton is often used as lining for 
expensive and elaborate brocade textiles for ceremonial purposes. At the same time, 
lustrous plain weave silks are of formal appearance and have found their way into 
contemporary fashion. 

MAT MI 
IKAT 

lkat is a process of 'wrapping to create pattern' on the yarns before dyeing and 
weaving. The strings used for wrapping the yarns have to resist the dye and thus a 
pattern is placed in the yarns. For multi-colours, a process of over-dyeing is done 
until the yarns are ready for weaving. In warp ikat, the warp yarns are on a warp 
stretcher to the exact length of one warp. In weft ikat, the weft yarns are measured 
on a weft stretcher, but more than one piece of textile can be woven on the warp 
prepared for the weft ikat. Thus longer lengths of the same design can be woven in 
repeated patterns. 

It is likely that warp ikat, is older than weft ikat, but the history is far from 
conclusive. In peninsular and island Southeast Asia, the change to weft ikat 
seems to coincide with the introduction of the silk trade from China and India into 
the region by the 6th century A.O. The weaving of silk in weft ikat was easier than 
in warp ikat and the demand for this luxury item brought about a change in 
techniques, including the introduction of the frame loom. In mainland Southeast 
Asia, the origins of silk are more likely to be indigenous but somehow the 
beginnings of weft ikat are not clear. Here frame looms have been in existence for a 
long time, together with the weaving combs and weft ikat equipment. Warp ikat is 
only found in very simple designs among some of the Tai group of Laos and 
Thailand while hilltribe groups still practise the technique using backstrap looms. 
Compound ikat, of which the technique of combining warp and weft ikat on the 

14 

TllHO U Gll WOVE llEHITAGE 

Plain weave cotton pho khoo mo. 
(JW) 

Tying the silk yarn prior to dyeing 
in weft ikot process. (JW) 
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DEFINITION 
of 

TAI, SIAM and THAI 

Mainland Southeast Asia has such 
a kaleidoscopic ethnic mix of various 
groups of linguistic backgrounds that 
can be roughly divided, for easy 
understanding, into four main ones 
which are the Austro-Asiatic and Malay, 
the Tibeto-Burman, the Sino-Tai Lao, 
and Dai-Viet. The Austro-Asiatic linguistic 
group has been here many thousands of 
years, long before the arrival of the 
others, mixing and forming the ancestry 
of the Southeast Asian population, often 
referred to as the Mon-Khmer speaking 
group. Their lndianised civilisation 
peaked during the 9th-10th centuries 
when Angkor and Pagan became the 
foundations for later kingdoms and 
state; up to the present day. 

The Sino-Tai Lao speaking groups 
(sometimes referred to as Tai-Kadai) 
migrated into the area from southwest 
China during the 10th-13th centuries, 
adopted and modified . the former culture· 
and systems to suit their own style 
with varying degrees of intensity 
and gradation. The closer to the sea, 
the more lndianised and globalised 
they became. The Tais and the Laos 
inhabiting the hinterland have managed 
to retain their traditional culture much 
more, especially in the field of textile 
art. These original people are referred 
to as 'Tai' with suffixes dictated by 
their costumes or the regions of their 
homeland such as Tai Lue in southwest 
China, Tai Dam, Tai Daeng in north 
Vietnam, Tai Phuan in Laos, Tai Yuan 
in northern Thailand, Shan Tai in 
Myanmar and eastern India. 
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The Tais, of the enormous rice 
growing lowland in the Chao Praya 
river basin, formed and developed an 
important state in the 13th century 
known as 'Siam' with Sukhothai and 
Ayuthaya as successive centres, domina
ting the area which is approximately 
the equivalent of present day central 
Thailand. Located strategically on old 
global trade routes, the courts of 
Ayuthaya and Bangkok enjoyed the 
sophisticated textiles designed and 
produced in India and China known 
as 'Siamese Court Textiles'. At the same 
• time traditional Tai and Lao weaving 
continued for local consumption in the 
provmces. 

In the 1930s the country of Siam, 
then including the original Lanna 
kingdom in the north, Lao state of lsan, 
and Patthani state in the south 
embraced many different ethnic groups 
within its realm, changed the name to 
'Thailand'. Hence everyone living or 
born inside its borders became 'Thai' or 
citizens of Thailand. 

Therefore, the word 'Tai' refers to 
any person of the Tai-Lao speaking 
group in Southeast Asia, whether 
in China, Vietnam, Laos, Thailand, 
Myanmar, or even in peninsular 
Malaysia. 'Siam' was a former Tai state 
dominating a large area consisting 
of ethnic Tai-Lao speaking, which 
later became Thailand. 'Thai' is a 
contemporary term for the modern 
multi-ethnic kingdom of Thailand, 
or of a citizen of Thailand. 
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Ethnic Tai Lue woman 
in traditional daily costume, 
Baan Tha Fah Nuea, Chiang Muan 
district, Phayao province. (VP) 
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