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read River Noi River) for ease of reading and identification. 
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Abstract 
 
 
This study investigates the untheorised rock art tradition of prehistoric central-western 

Thailand. Of the research undertaken in the region, its rock art is generally dealt with 

within a processual framework of analysis; its contextual attributes are largely ignored. 

Phenomenology, art and agency, and metaphor form the theoretical foundations on 

which this study is grounded. It phenomenologically explores relationships between the 

rock art, the landscape and the human body in respect of the ways in which the human 

subject engages, corporeally and sensorially, with the rock art and its surroundings. The 

study then goes on to analyse the art in detail, exploring the possible significance and 

meanings attached to the motifs. Metaphor theory assists in finding meaning in all of 

these aspects. Finally, an ethnographic analysis explores how the rock art and landscape 

are negotiated by contemporary occupiers of the region. These lines of enquiry offer a 

deeper understanding of the relationships between the rock art, the landscape and of 

those who produced, engaged and interacted with the sites and their images. 

 

Through a multi-sensory and bodily engagement with the rock art and landscape this 

study reveals that the rock art of central-western Thailand are the material traces of a 

prehistoric cosmological belief system that was actively incorporated into their rock art 

tradition, the experiential qualities of the landscape, rock art sites and their images. 
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Impact Statement 
 
 

Southeast Asia is one of the least understood and most under studied regions when it 

comes to rock art research. However, my study is not just about the rock art of central-

western Thailand, it also explores the way in which rock art is approached generally in 

Thailand and Southeast Asia from an academic perspective, and seeks to understand the 

significance and engagement contemporary local, regional and national communities 

have with the rock art. 

 

From an academic standpoint, a practice yet to be exercised amongst local or 

international archaeologists and anthropologists is the application of conceptual and 

experiential theoretical models to the rock art of Thailand. My research sees a shift in 

current practices, moving beyond a processual handling of documenting the art, to a 

multifaceted approach that includes phenomenological investigations into the rock art 

and landscape, a detailed exploration of its content, and the inclusion of related 

archaeological and ethnographic records. Aspects of my research have already been 

published in Rock Art News of the World IV (2016) and currently in press with an open 

access peer review journal (Rian Thai, International Journal of Thai Studies). I have 

also presented my research at a number of international conferences and have lectured 

on it widely. 

 

Prehistoric, small-scale archaeological sites, such as rock art sites, tend to be ignored in 

Thailand, particularly in regard to preservation, with most resources devoted to great 

temples and monuments instead. My research brings an awareness and appreciation at a 

national, global and local scale a part of Thailand’s cultural heritage that is little 
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understood, undervalued and under threat. It also explores the various problems facing 

rock art in Thailand today at an environmental, governmental and local level.  

 

My research benefits Thailand by bringing its impressive body of sites and cultural 

heritage into the international discussion of rock art, which is largely dominated by 

studies in Europe, Africa, Australia and America. Its absence has led to the belief that 

Thai rock art is either non-existent or lacks equal sophistication. My research proves 

this to be wrong, showcasing academically the rich and complex cultural heritage of 

Thailand’s prehistoric past. In addition, furthering knowledge of this body of rock art to 

a global audience enriches the study of rock art in general, diversifying what can be 

understood and studied beyond Western and African rock art. 

 

There is a twofold benefit and impact to my research, first the approach taken in this 

study, and second the methods of disseminating my research has resulted in a broader, 

more enriched and deeper understanding of the rock art tradition of central-western 

Thailand, which will hopefully lead to further multidisciplinary and multidimensional 

studies of this under studied and little understood corpus of rock art both within and 

outside Thailand. 
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1 
 

 

Introduction 
 

 
Rock art has excellent provenance. It cannot be moved as portable artefacts can. This 

immovability and its location within the landscape is the most secure evidence it offers. 

For this reason, it requires the researcher to carry out fieldwork to collect raw data for 

future processing. It is common practice within rock art studies to document each 

example through photographing, tracing, measuring and mapping. Once these 

fundamentals are retrieved they are processed away from the rock art sites themselves. 

What soon becomes apparent is the inadequacy of such a process, for it falls short in its 

blatant disregard of the physical context of rock art sites. Travelling to and within rock 

art sites involves corporeal and sensorial experiences – the physical and sensory 

interaction of one’s body to its surroundings. Although we have no direct access to their 

meanings today, what we are left with are the experiences themselves. These 

experiences are unvarying and possibly held significant meaning in the past. Thus, it is 

essential to spend time in the land, at different times of the day, during different seasons 

and to approach and view the art from varying perspectives. Such experiences must be 

described. Photographs, tracings, measurements and maps are not a substitute; they do 

not do the landscape justice and serve only a limited purpose. 

 

This research is an investigation into the prehistoric rock art tradition of central-western 

Thailand. It will attempt to understand it in terms of the way in which the human 

subject engages, in a corporeal and sensorial manner, with the rock art and its 
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surroundings. Such an investigation will provide a greater understanding of this rock art 

tradition on several levels, including the possible significance of placing rock art sites in 

a particular landscape setting; the significance of the physical sites themselves; the 

significance behind the chosen images; and the role rock art played for those who 

produced it. The methodological foundation for this study dwells on the confluence of 

four intellectual streams: relations between landscape and rock art studies; Christopher 

Tilley’s (1994) phenomenological approach to emplaced cultural artefacts; Alfred 

Gell’s (1998) art and agency; and the metaphor theory. Little work has been done on the 

rock art of central-western Thailand and there is a distinct absence of any experiential 

analysis of its art and landscape. In addition, the significance and meanings attached to 

the motifs will be explored through informed methods by way of ethnographic 

analogies. This study embraces a multifaceted approach to the rock art that will 

contribute to a deeper understanding of the prehistoric rock art tradition of central-

western Thailand.  

 

This introductory chapter will present the study area and, with reference to its 

archaeological record, chronologically discuss who occupied the region and how they 

utilised the landscape. Discussions surrounding the recognition and approaches to the 

study of Thai, as well as Southeast Asian rock art within the international and local rock 

art community forms the main focus of the following chapter. Chapter three discusses 

the theoretical foundations and methodology that informs this study’s approach to 

emplaced cultural artefacts. A phenomenological exploration of my experiences being 

in the study area, travelling to the rock art sites, being in and moving around the sites, 

and finally contending with the rock art itself are presented and discussed in chapter 

four. The first half of chapter five categorises the rock art’s content into commonly 
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shared motifs, examining their frequency and motif associations. The second half of the 

chapter analyses the rock art on a site-by-site basis, looking at the images as scenes, 

relationally and in their overall panel context. Both sections, however, attempt to 

interpret the possible meanings attached to the images by critically reviewing existing 

interpretations of the art and the analogical use of related archaeological and 

ethnographical records. Chapter six addresses contemporary local views of the 

landscape and rock art sites of central-western Thailand. Finally, this thesis will 

conclude with my findings and highlight possible areas for future research. 

 

1.1. Study Area 

 

The central-western region of Thailand consists of 24 provinces; this study, however, is 

only concerned with two: Kanchanaburi and Uthai Thani. Therefore, when I refer to 

central-western Thailand, I am only concerned with the provinces of Kanchanaburi and 

Uthai Thani. A total of six rock art sites have so far been discovered in the central-

western region of Thailand: five located in Kanchanaburi Province; and one in Uthai 

Thani Province (fig 1.1). The region is largely dominated by a permo-carboniferous 

limestone rock that forms enormous undulating mountains containing a great number of 

caves, cliff faces and rock shelters. The region lies within and is naturally bordered to 

its west by the Tenasserim mountain range, effectively separating it from Myanmar 

(formerly Burma). First folded in the Mesozoic period, Tenasserim is the highest 

mountain formation in Thailand, with elevations ranging between 529 to 2,187 metres, 

stretching southwards 1,700 kilometres from Northern Thailand into the southern 

extremities of the Malayan Peninsula. The Tenasserim mountain range is also the source 

of Kanchanaburi’s two major rivers (Khwae in Thai), Khwae Yai (large river) and  
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Figure 1.1. Location of rock art sites in central-western Thailand. (1) Pha Daeng; (2) Tham Ta 
Duang; (3) Khao Wang Kula; (4) Khao Nong Phuk; (5) Tham Roop; (6) Khao Plara. 
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Khwae Noi (small river), which merge at the provincial capital, Kanchanaburi, to form 

the Mae Klong River. Sakae Krang River, a tributary of the Chao Phraya River, 

originates in Mae Wong National Park, Kamphaeng Phet Province, northwestern 

Thailand and runs a 225 kilometre course southeast through Uthai Thani Province. 

Central-western Thailand has a tropical environment that experiences three distinct 

seasons – cool, monsoon and hot.  From November to February the region experiences a 

relatively cool, dry season with an average minima and maxima of 17ºC and 32ºC. 

March and April are the hottest months of the year with average highs of 37ºC. Between 

June to October the wind direction changes to a south-westerly one with hot moist air 

from the Indian Ocean heralding the monsoon season (Shoocondej, 2010: 18).  

 

This tropical environment supports a diverse and varied biotic community. The 

mountainous uplands are covered in an abundance of vegetation of mixed-deciduous, 

evergreen and dry dipterocarp forest, with a thick and abundant coverage of varying 

species of bamboo. During the monsoon, the region transforms with a thick covering of 

lush verdant forest, conversely during the dryer months the vegetation is pulled back. 

The piedmont zone, leading from the foot of the mountains to the valley floor, is largely 

occupied by plantation agriculture containing crops such as sugar cane and cassava. The 

alluvial plains are characterised by a seasonal savanna, with grassy plains and few trees, 

this fertile land supports a wide range of agricultural crops such as corn and chillies 

(Shoocondej, 2010: 18). 

 

Fauna in the region is equally diverse. Roughly one-third of Southeast Asia’s mammals 

are said to be thriving within the region, including wild water buffalo and Indian hog 

deer. It also supports the endangered Indochinese tiger and a wide variety of 
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amphibians, reptiles and birds. With increasing levels of poaching these species have 

come under the protection of wildlife sanctuaries and national parks. Both Thung Yai 

Naresuan in Kanchanaburi Province and neighbouring Huai Kha Khaeng Wildlife 

Sanctuary in Uthai Thani Province were given UNESCO World Heritage status in 1991. 

Seven National Parks (Erawan, Sai Yok, Sri Nakarin, Lam Klong Ngu, Chalerm 

Rattana Kosin, Khao Lam and Thong Pha Phum) have been established in 

Kanchanaburi Province and one in Uthai Thani (Tham Khao Wong). Four out of the six 

rock art sites visited in central-western Thailand are found in two National Parks of 

Kanchanaburi (Tham Ta Duang, Khao Wang Kula, Khao Nong Phuk in Erawan 

National Park and Tham Roop in Sai Yok National Park).  

 

The environment detailed thus far is a description of the study area as it exists today, 

however it was once home to the producers of central-western Thai rock art. The 

following is a chronological presentation, as evidenced in its archaeological record, of 

the subsistence strategies and land-use patterns employed by occupiers of the central-

western Thai region from the Pleistocene through to the present. 

 

1.2. The People 

 

Stone Age: Hunter-Gatherers 

 

The earliest human species, Homo erectus, originated in Africa and migrated into 

Southeast Asia at least a million years ago. Three main regions have produced evidence 

of early hominin occupation in eastern Asia: China (Zhu et al., 2001 & 2003; Huamei et 

al., 2008; Hou & Zhao, 2010), India (Pappu et al., 2011) and the Indonesian archipelago 
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(Sémah et al., 1992; Larick et al., 2001). Thailand would have been in the path of their 

expansion, which reached north into China and south into island Southeast Asia 

(Higham & Thosarat, 1998: 23). It is thought that the mountainous regions of Thailand, 

including central-western Thailand, are likely areas to seek traces of Homo erectus as 

they are ideal locations for early habitation and subsistence. Fossils of this species have 

yet to be reliably identified; however, lithic assemblages do provide evidence of this 

early hominin expansion. Although absent from the archaeological records of 

Kanchanaburi and Uthai Thani Province, Lampang Province in northern Thailand 

presents evidence from this early Pleistocene epoch. Ban Mae Tha and Ban Don Mun 

revealed stone tools from under a basalt flow of an ancient river dated to over 700,000 

years (Pope et al, 1986: 277). Khao Pah Nam cave unearthed flaked stone implements 

and animal bones, including tiger, hippopotamus, hyena, deer and wild cattle. Pope et al 

(1978: 161-162, 1986: 277) suggests that all three sites are contemporaneous, which 

saw Homo erectus hunting in a relatively open, deciduous woodland, as faunal remains 

excluded animals typically found in thick rainforest. Homo erectus likely occupied 

caves and rock shelters for short periods of time, not permanently settling, but moving 

from place to place to exploit seasonal harvests.  

 

A second expansion out of Africa at least 50,000 years ago saw Homo erectus replaced 

by Homo sapiens (Higham, 2013: 21). Archaeological evidence confirms that they 

crossed significant seas and explored well into the interior of Southeast Asia. Gorman’s 

(1969) pioneering excavation at Spirit Cave in Mae Hong Son Province, northwest 

Thailand, broadened perspectives on early hunting and gathering traditions in Southeast 

Asia revealing that a wide range of plants and animals were taken from the jungle 

canopy, at ground level and from the stream. A similar subsistence strategy was likely 



 25 

employed by early occupants of central-western Thailand where the topographical 

character reflects that of the north. 

 

The earliest evidence of human occupation in central-western Thailand is found at Lang 

Kamnan, a cave site occupied from the Late Pleistocene (circa 27,000-10,000 BP) to the 

Middle Holocene (circa 7,500-2,500 BP) in Kanchanaburi Province. Excavated data 

included a relatively high diversity of both flora and fauna (porcupines, land snails, wild 

water buffalo, flying squirrels, bamboo rats, cervids, freshwater shellfish and turtles). 

This archaeologically verified that a residential mobility strategy was employed during 

the wet season, which saw small groups sporadically occupying the cave and adopting a 

generalised subsistence strategy that exploited a range of habitats through a mixed 

economy of hunting and gathering (Shoocondej, 2000). 

 

Early stone tools were discovered in Kanchanaburi Province under the most unusual 

circumstances by prisoner of war and Dutch archaeologist H. R. van Heekeren. Whilst 

working on the infamous ‘Railroad of Death’ in 1943 he found along the banks of the 

River Khwae Noi six flaked pebble tools. Seventeen years after the Second World War, 

van Heekeren returned to Thailand as one of the directors of a Thai-Danish expedition 

that undertook extensive excavations at rock shelters and caves in Kanchanaburi 

Province – including Chande, Lawa, Wang Pho and Sai Yok caves running along the 

river Khwae Noi and Ongbah cave beside the river Khwae Yai. Although many of the 

sites were multi-phased, their living floors yielded shellfish, bones from wild cattle, 

deer, rhinoceros, serow, pig and water buffalo, as well as a significant number of Stone 

Age pebble tools of varying types, particularly at Ongbah and Sai Yok (Sørensen & 

Hatting, 1967; Sørensen, 1988; van Heekeren & Knuth, 1967). Such tools were too 
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cumbersome for hunting, leading van Heekeren and Knuth (1967: 107) to suggest the 

use of wooden implements, such as bamboo – a light, malleable material that is easily 

fashioned into traps, blowpipes, spears or arrows – as more efficient tools for hunting. 

A date of 8-10,000 BC was proposed for its earliest occupation (van Heekeren & Knuth, 

1967: 107), which is further supported by dates coming from Ongbah (9200-7400 BC) 

(Sørensen, 1979). Similar finds have been excavated at a series of caves approximately 

4.5 kilometres north of the river Khwae Noi at Khao Ment, Heap Cave, Phetch Kuha 

and Khao Talu. Dates were taken from the latter site, with its earliest occupation in 

8,000 BC and the latest, 4,000 BC (Pookajorn, 1981).  

 

A few Mesolithic pebble tools were discovered on the rock shelter floor of rock art sites 

Tham Roop and in a small cave beside Tham Ta Duang (Srisuchat, 1989). Attempts to 

locate the finds proved difficult. Finds were split between Thailand’s Fine Arts 

Department (FAD) repository and exhibited at the Ban Kao Museum in Kanchanaburi 

Province. Enquiries into the finds displayed at the museum led to an understanding that 

the artefacts were not in fact from Tham Ta Duang despite their captions specifying so. 

The correct finds were located from their photographic archive and handwritten 

catalogue. A single grinding stone made of sandstone and stained red, assumed to have 

been used to ground red ochre, was found five metres from Pha Dang (Srisuchat, 1989). 

Such finds suggest the rock art sites were only temporarily occupied for short periods of 

time. Further excavations need to be conducted to reveal if there is any additional 

evidence. 

 

During the Late Pleistocene Southeast Asia appears to have been little affected by the 

‘Younger Dryas’, which saw a return to glacial conditions in the northern hemisphere at 
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the end of the Pleistocene epoch. Recent research in China (Zhisheng et al. 1993) and 

northeastern Thailand (Kealhofer, 1996) suggests that at the time Thailand was more 

seasonal than at present. Palynological data suggests that gallery forests would have 

appeared along the rivers of central-western Thailand, indicating a moister environment 

during the Late Pleistocene. The remains of bovids from sites near the lower Khwae Noi 

indicate open grassy plains, mixed deciduous vegetation and dry dipterocarp forests – a 

local environment not so dissimilar to the present (Shoocongdej, 2000: 25). 

 

During the early Holocene (approximately 10,000 years BP) sea levels rose by 120 

metres – rising beyond present day levels. Prior to this climatic influx, Thailand’s 

landmass would have been more extensive; indeed, the islands of Java and Sumatra 

were part of a larger low-lying landmass, known as Sundaland, which connected them 

with Thailand, through the Malayan Peninsula. Undoubtedly, a number of settlements 

would have been established within this landmass, which now lies under the Gulf of 

Thailand, as temperatures rose and ice sheets melted consequently raising sea levels. As 

sea levels rose in the Gulf of Thailand and moved closer to the central-western region, it 

experienced a remarkably moister and warmer climate (Shoocongdej, 2000: 24). 

 

The climatic and environmental conditions of Stone Age central-western Thailand 

supported a diverse ecosystem that was fully exploited by its occupants. They 

consumed a wide range of food resources hunted and gathered from river valleys, open 

grassy plains and evergreen forests. These early groups must have been adept at 

fashioning traps, projectiles and stone tools – the abundance of animal remains found in 

the region are a testament to their hunting ability. They took advantage of the 

mountainous landscape taking shelter and dwelling in rock shelters and caves. Unlike 
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typical hunter-gatherer communities, who are constantly on the move in search of food, 

central-western Thailand was a rich environment, providing an abundant source of food 

and, as a result, early occupants rarely moved great distances, rather they utilised every 

topographical zone, exploiting seasonal harvests and taking shelter sporadically in caves 

and rock shelters within the region. 

 

Neolithic: The First Farmers 

 

The Neolithic revolution saw a transition in Thailand from an exclusively hunting and 

gathering subsistence strategy to one that included farming and the domestication of 

animals and plants. Sørenson and Hatting (1967) proposed that migratory farmers from 

southern China spread their agricultural practice into Southeast Asia. In opposition, 

Gorman (1977) proposed local development, which came after Stone Age hunter-

gatherers migrated from the uplands and settled on the piedmont and later lowland 

areas. Tracing the origins of the first farmers into Southeast Asia is notoriously difficult 

due to the rarity of sites; however, linguistic and genetic studies inform our 

understanding of migration patterns with the general notion that subsistence traditions 

expanded with them.  

 

The origins for the cultivation of rice, specifically, has generated lively debate, with 

many scholars accepting its origins in the Yangtze River, southern China (Bellwood, 

2005; Cohen, 2011; Zhao, 2011). Evidence of early rice cultivation was excavated at 

Ban Kao, a small inland burial and settlement site located on a flood plain beside the 

river Khwae Noi in Kanchanaburi Province. The site’s subsistence strategy was inferred 

from its topographical features and by the presence of stone and shell sickles, quern 
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stones and large quantities of burnt clay (indicating the agricultural process of slash-

and-burn). Only domesticated chicken and pig remains were reported at Ban Kao. The 

site also yielded 44 burials, with human skeletons inhumed in a supine position and 

associated with grave offerings of shell jewellery and polished stone adzes located at the 

head of the skeleton and pottery vessels at the feet. Radiocarbon dates suggest an 

occupation period between 2300-1500 BC (Sørensen & Hatting, 1967). 

 

The large amount of earthenware recovered at Ban Kao bore no unusual surface 

decoration that is generally expected of prehistoric pottery in mainland Southeast Asia, 

with twisted cord, crosshatching, mat and basketry impressions. What was unusual, 

however, was the presence of eleven tripod vessels with conical hollow legs. Sørensen 

(1963: 211, 214) noted the parallels in their form with pottery belonging to the 

Neolithic Lung-Shan culture in southern China, suggesting that the region of 

Kanchanaburi was influenced or directly inhabited by Lungshanoid farmers. Sørensen 

and Hatting (1967) propose a possible migration path along the Yangtze river, down the 

Irrawady River, Myanmar, into the Khwae Yai and Khwae Noi river valleys in central-

western Thailand and eventually southward into the Malayan Peninsula. This 

corresponds to a recorded trail of Neolithic tripod vessels starting in central-western 

Thailand moving south towards peninsular Thailand, with discoveries made in the 

provinces of Phangnam, Krabi (Anderson, 1990), Trangm, Songkhla and Surat Thani. 

They have also appeared throughout Malaysia, principally in the states of Kedah, Perak, 

Perlis and Selangor (Leong, 1991). The distance these artefacts reached suggests a 

possible migration route, and early social contact and cultural influence between 

regions.  
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Neolithic sites with assemblages, settlement and burial patterns homogenous to Ban 

Kao are commonly found in central-western Thailand. Along the Khwae Noi River, 

burial sites of ‘Ban Kao’ affinity have also been excavated in the uplands at Sai Yok, 

Chande (Sørensen, 1988) and Kao cave (Shoocongdej, 1991a. In: Shoocongdej, 1996: 

207-208) and along the Khwae Yai River at Khao Sam Liam, Kang Chine (Subhavan & 

Sangvichien, 1978), and Ongbah cave (Sørensen, 1988). Rai Arnon, an open site that 

functioned as a cemetery and habitation site was excavated on a terrace of the Lam 

Phachi River and Don Noi, a lithic workshop situated in the Lam Taphoen valley, 

central-western Thailand (Shoocongdej, 1991a. In: Shoocongdej, 1996: 208; 

Shoocongdej, 1991). 

 

The rock art of central-western Thailand has not been directly dated. This is primarily 

due to a policy put in place by the FAD of Thailand prohibiting the removal of a 

pigment sample unless it falls away naturally. Thus, the rock art has been relatively 

dated, based on the rock arts content and the material finds of Ban Kao and Tham 

Ongbah to between 4,000 to 2,000 years BP (Supakijwilekakarn, 1990; Srisuchat, 1989; 

Napintu, 1988, Shoocondej, 2002). 

 

It is generally assumed that there is an association between agriculture and sedentism, 

which leads to the development of complex societies (Bellwood, 1985: 206). Creating a 

working land requires its manipulation, from clearing trees to tilling the soil, which in 

turn encouraged people to live in one place and become sedentary. Although there is 

archaeological evidence of sedentary Neolithic living in central-western Thailand, the 

present archaeological record indicates no homogenous transition from an exclusively 

hunter-gatherer subsistence to a sedentary agricultural one – rather that they existed 
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synchronously on a mixed economy of domesticated plants and animals supplemented 

by hunting, gathering and fishing. Caves functioned as burials or temporary campsites 

on hunting and gathering expeditions, and rock shelters for the production of rock art. 

The alluvial plains were worked on, permanently settled in and used as burial grounds.  

A highly developed and varied archaeological record of technical pot and tool making 

indicate a complex culture showing signs of early outside contact. 

 

Bronze Age: Metalworkers 

 

The chronological framework for the appearance of copper and bronze in Thailand 

remains highly controversial, however most specialists accept that they were in use by 

about 2000 B.C. (Charoenwongsa & Bronson, 1988: 13). The archaeological record of 

Thailand does not exhibit a clear and gradual transition from the Copper/Bronze Age to 

the Iron Age – rather the use of iron seems to have displaced stone within a very short 

period of time (Charoenwongsa & Bronson, 1988: 13). In Kanchanaburi Province, 

excavated sites have been too small and too few to reveal, convincingly, how the 

emergence of the Bronze Age influenced social change. Moreover, when bronze and 

iron artefacts are excavated, they are often found together, suggesting that the technique 

for casting the two metals had been adopted synchronously.  

 

A few sites in the highlands along the Thai-Myanmar border in Kanchanaburi and 

Ratchaburi Province, central-western Thailand, have been reported to have yielded 

purely bronze artefacts with no traces of iron. However, these sites are largely based on 

field surveys and oral reports from local villagers and have not been excavated and 
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archaeologically verified (FAD, 1988; Lualamai, 1990; Natapintu & Sukhavasana, 

1990). 

 

Sawmill, a site at Wang Pho, Kanchanaburi Province, located 12 metres above the 

floodplains on the eastern bank of Khwae Noi was excavated by the Thai-Danish 

expedition revealing two distinct occupational layers; the upper stratum belonging to the 

historical period and the lower stratum ascribed to the Bronze Age. Despite the 

prehistoric layer yielding little bronze (a series of conical bells and one socketed axe), 

lead slag was unearthed leading van Heekeren (1988: 79) to propose the possibility that 

an alloy-bronze was locally made from imported raw materials, as the components 

making up bronze – tin and copper – has not, as of yet, been discovered as locally 

sourced ores to the central-western region of Thailand. The excavation further yielded 

finds (pots containing axes; jars with human skulls; a series of bronze conical bells, one 

socketed bronze axe, a spindle whorl, potsherds and carnelian beads) that bore similar 

characteristics to those found at Dong Son, and the bells and jars with human skulls 

similar to Sa-huỳnh, two classic prehistoric sites located in Vietnam. Such finds suggest 

early social contact with distant cultures. 

 

In 1985, the FAD excavated the settlement site Ban Kaeng Sian, situated along the 

lower Khawe Yai River. The site yielded socketed bronze tools, bronze arrowheads, 

polished stone discs, ivory earrings, animal bones and pottery. The pottery was 

indistinguishable from those discovered at the Neolithic sites of Khao Sam Liam, Sai 

Yok and Ban Kao in Kanchanaburi Province (Wilaikaeo, 1988: 80), however, some of 

the pottery was made from a mix of husks and clay to form a ceramic fabric, as opposed 

to the commonly used sand and clay (Johnson, 1990). Whether the husks were from 
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wild or domesticated rice has yet to be determined, however, the significantly large 

presence of them suggests its domestication. This is an indication of their diet and 

agricultural development that may have occurred during the transitional period between 

the Late Neolithic to Early Bronze Age when the community adopted agricultural 

techniques.  

 

Prior to the Bronze Age, most sites in central-western Thailand were located in the 

highlands.  The majority of Bronze Age settlements are found on the lowlands to the 

east of Kanchanaburi Province, indicating a gradual migration from the uplands to the 

lowlands possibly as a direct result of changes in their subsistence culture from hunting 

to farming. During the transitional period between the Neolithic and Bronze Age, the 

archaeological record provides evidence that the inhabitants of central-western Thailand 

experienced changes to their social structure from being purely nomadic to more static 

communities, migration and social contact from outside the region occurred and 

techniques in agriculture and bronze work developed.  

 

Iron Age 

 

The archaeological record of central-western Thailand reveals that the region had 

experienced significant social and cultural changes from 500 B.C. One of the most 

significant contributions for this change came from the development of ironworking. 

Ban Don Tha Phet in Kanchanaburi Province is considered the richest and most 

important Iron Age site yet excavated in Thailand. Excavations in 1975 (You-di, 1976) 

and in 1980 (Glover, 1981; 1990a; 1990b) revealed a series of burials with extensive 

grave goods. Glover (1990a: 179) suggests they may be secondary burials, whereby 
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skeletal remains were relocated from elsewhere and placed within a 40-metre wide 

mortuary ditch. Due to acidic soils, few human bones survived, but a range of grave 

offerings, including iron tools and weapons, beads of agate, glass and carnelian, 

ornamental bronze jewellery and bowls, bronze bells and pottery remained. These 

showed little variation or development, suggesting a brief span of time use for the 

cemetery. It appears the recovered bronzeware were items for display or show due to 

their complex and stylised designs. The iron objects, by contrast, were locally forged, 

easier to manufacture and designed for hunting, fishing, agriculture and conflict – a 

common mortuary practice found at the site was to bend or destroy spearheads interred 

with the body. 

 

It was initially believed that archaeological evidence of early contact with central-

western Thailand began early in the Christian era, however, Ban Don Ta Phet unearthed 

finds relating to India. The site lies at the Thai gateway to India, with the west of 

Kanchanaburi connecting its rich lowlands to the Andaman Sea and so into India. 

Glover (1989, 1990a, b) has emphasised the strong evidence for exchange contact 

between the two regions from at least the 4th century B.C. which brought not only exotic 

ornaments into Thailand, but new ideas. A carnelian statuette of a leaping lion (thought 

to be an early representation of the Buddha before it became acceptable to portray him 

in human form) and bronze bowls (stylistically similar and whose alloy composition is 

identical to bowls found at sites in India) excavated at Ban Don Ta Phet supports, 

beyond any doubt, a trade exchange across the Bay of Bengal into Thailand. 

 

Fifteen kilometres to the south of Ban Don Ta Phet lies Ban Don Chedi, a burial site 

consisting of complete human skeletons with undamaged burial goods (Khwan-yuen, 
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1993). The range of grave goods at Ban Don Ta Phet and Ban Don Chedi are not 

dissimilar, what is significantly contrasting, however, are some of the ‘luxury’ items 

(ornamental objects and bronzewares) at Ban Don Chedi, in which the quality is low 

and quantity few. The difference in grave goods between the two neighbouring sites 

could reflect their independent political situation and economic activities. Based on the 

quality and quantity of ‘luxury’ items present at Ban Don Ta Phet, it could possibly be 

ranked as more politically and economically advanced than Ban Don Chedi 

(Kanjanajuntorn, 2007: 55-56). 

 

In the lowlands, another burial practice that proved quite different from those described 

above was discovered at Non Kwang in Ratchaburi Province, south of Kanchanaburi 

and 60 kilometres south of Ban Don Tha Phet. Excavations not only revealed evidence 

of local iron smelting, but also three burials cremated and interred with a range of grave 

goods (Kanjanajuntorn, 2007).  

 

So far, evidence of Iron Age communities scattered across the lowland region of 

central-western Thailand has been presented, but the highlands during this era were not 

neglected. A number of caves have been discovered containing wooden boat-shaped log 

coffins. The only one to be excavated is Tham Ongbah, an enormous cavern located in 

the upper reaches of the Khwae Yai River, with over 90 log coffins containing the 

remains of Iron Age aristocrats. Evidence of this log coffin culture has so far only been 

discovered in central-western and north-western Thailand; however, this burial practice 

also exists in southern China and Mainland and Island Southeast Asia. Tham Ongbah 

was heavily looted prior to Per Sørensen’s (1973, 1988) excavation in 1965-66, 

however, what he managed to recover included stone and glass beads, iron weapons, 
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bronze ornaments and six bronze Dong Son drums – a specialised antiquity of the Dong 

Son culture in northern Vietnam. Their presence in the region indicates a possible 

exchange network or alliance between early cultural spheres across Southeast Asia. 

 

What is evident from the archaeological record of central-western Thailand is that 

different cultures coexisted and developed alongside one another during the Iron Age. 

These highly complex cultures experienced a period of rapid change that saw a rise in 

population, established trade networks, and the social construction of power and status 

within a hierarchal framework. The landscape saw the lowlands occupied by sedentary 

communities, with differing burial cultures scattered between topographical elevations. 

Thus far, at least four burial practices have been discovered in the region: log coffin 

burials; inhumed supine burials; secondary burials; and interred cremations. There is 

however, no evidence, as of yet, for any obvious urban centres. 

 

Proto-historic and Early States 

 

The transition from prehistory to history and the origins of Early States in mainland 

Southeast Asia has been a central issue of scholarship for over a century. The proto-

historic period and early state formations in central-western Thailand is known to be a 

flourishing era for early international trade. 

 

The earliest evidence of contact with the West was found in the form of a Roman 

bronze lamp discovered at Pong Tuk in Kanchanaburi Province. Although 

accompanying finds could only be dated to the Dvaravati period (7-11th centuries A.D.), 

the lamp was probably made in Alexandria, Egypt, before the beginning of the Christian 
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era (Picard, 1955). It was possibly shipped from central India to Martaban, Moulmein or 

Tavoy in Myanmar, passing through the Three Pagoda Pass (a natural break and 

passageway through the Tenasserim mountain range), finally entering into 

Kanchanaburi Province (Diskul, 1978: 83). A Roman coin dating back to the reign of 

Marcus Piavonius Victorinus (A.D. 269-271) was also discovered further into central-

western Thailand at U-thong in Suphanburi Province (Chantawit, 2002: 60). It is 

unknown whether Romans ventured as far as Southeast Asia or if Indian merchants 

transported them; but Western goods have also been discovered in Vietnam, dating back 

to the reign of Antoninus Pius (A.D. 138-161), Consantine I (A.D. 306-337) and 

Theodosius II (A.D. 415-450) (Miksic, 2003: 25).  

 

According to Chinese sources, the earliest Southeast Asian Kingdom to send its first 

mission to the Chinese Kingdom of Wu, between A.D. 226 and 231, was Funan. This 

was the Chinese name for a State located in southern Vietnam and Cambodia, which the 

Chinese may have assumed was a territorially organised state, but rather may have been 

a loose association between several ports. The location for Funan’s centralised 

administrative power is still in contention amongst scholars today. However, more 

attention has been given to Oc-eo, a settlement site near the present Vietnamese and 

Cambodian border, which lies at the mouth of the Mekong River. Excavations 

unearthed exotic goods from India and China. The Kingdom of Funan is believed to 

have been heavily influenced by Indian culture: employing Indians for state 

administration purposes, adopting the Indian writing system, Sanskrit, the ruling class 

advocating Brahmanism and Buddhism flourishing amongst the masses.  
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Chinese records also mention a State named Chin-lin, believed to have been located 

around U-Thong District in Suphanburi Province, central-western Thailand. Boisselier 

(1968) believes it was the centre of Funan on account of settlement patterns, the 

foundations for a series of religious monuments and ancient moats found on the Chao 

Phraya Valley, which it would have had political control over. The hypothesis for Chin-

lin led to the idea that it was eventually taken over by Dvaravati in the seventh century 

A.D. 

 

It is generally agreed the Dvaravati Period lasted between 600-1000 A.D. (Diskul, 1978; 

Saisingha, 2000). A significant number of archaeological finds, including silver coins 

inscribed sridvaravatisvarapunya, translated as meritorious deeds of the King of 

Dvaravati, were discovered in the lower Chao Phraya Valley (Higham & Thosarat, 

1998: 176). Moreover, a genre of art was established during this period. Dvaravati art 

was heavily influenced by India, which created magnificent monuments, sculptures and 

sophisticated pottery. Due to the quality and quantity of archaeological finds, the river 

valleys of Mae Khlong and Suphanburi are considered core areas of Dvaravati; with 

moated sites, U-Thong, Nakorn Pathom, Ku Bua and Kamphang Saen as major cities 

within. 

 

Although Dvaravati is thought to be an organised state, an idea of its social structure 

and organisational system remains vague. Written records and objects similar to those 

found in India during royal consecrations tell us that the idea of kingship was adopted 

from India and established in Dvaravati by the seventh or eighth century A.D. (Saraya, 

1995: 74; Indrawooth, 1999: 174-176). The religion of Dvaravati is thought to be 

Buddhist, with the ruling classes participating in Hindu rites. Both cosmologies revere 
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mountains as centres of the physical and spiritual universe, with temples constructed as 

their symbolic representation. Architectural remnants of fired brick and laterite likely 

formed religious structures, suggesting that residential homes were constructed from 

organic materials (Glover et al, 2004: 133). There is strong evidence for an exchange 

and trade network with far reaching regions based on the presence of exotic items and 

silver coins in the archaeological record. Its topographical location on the lower terraces 

and flood plains of central-western Thailand is ideal arable land for rice cultivation. The 

abundance of excavated chaff in the region strongly suggests rice cultivation was the 

main agricultural product. Dvaravati eventually declined around the tenth century A.D. 

for reasons that remain unclear (Thepchai, 1999: 87). Suggestions put forward range 

from natural disasters (FAD, 1966: 6) to relocation due to a change in the river’s course 

(Vallibhotama, 1996) or to avoid conflict between neighbouring States, Angkor and 

Pagan (Posritong, 1999: 64; Thepchai, 1999: 87). 

 

We see a move from Iron Age chiefdoms built on kin relations and duties to emerging 

States whose foundations were built on a new kind of relationship, kingship. A social 

hierarchy is essentially established within which class types descend under a supreme 

ruler who controlled a larger area of land that would have incorporated people, united 

by religion, culture and politics. The early states of central-western Thailand were 

heavily influenced politically, socially, culturally and religiously by India; proving to be 

a prosperous era in which complex administrative societies had emerged.  
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Modern History and Contemporary History 

 

The landscape of central-western Thailand also bears historically significant 

architectural remnants of the Khmer Empire, the preceding Cambodian state. Prasat 

Muang Singh, a Hindu temple, marks the western most border of the Khmer Kingdom 

in Thailand during the reign of King Jayavarman VII (1181-1218) (Higham & Thosarat, 

1998: 204). 

 

The region has also been subject to long-standing conflicts between Thailand and 

Burma. The Three Pagoda Pass was used as the main land route from which the armies 

of Burma descended into central-western Thailand and into the Kingdom of Ayutthaya. 

A total of 20 wars were fought between the two neighbouring States during the 

Ayutthaya period (14th -18th centuries), the first of which began with a Burmese 

invasion in 1548. 

 

Central-western Thailand is perhaps more widely known for the horrors that took place 

during the Second World War on the infamous ‘Railroad of Death’. The hand built 

railway track, supplying artillery to Japanese forces at war with colonised British 

Burma, ran along the Khwae Noi River and through difficult mountainous terrain. It is 

still in operation today transporting passengers from Nong Pla Duk to Nam Tok on the 

Thai side. 

  

Today a new war is being waged in the region, one against the illegal trafficking of 

wildlife, narcotics, precious woods, gemstones and illegal migrants. Such activity now 

passes between the Thai-Myanmar border through the mountainous uplands, which 



 41 

provide a labyrinth of well-hidden trade routes – albeit slow and treacherous – 

camouflaged by dense, thick forest. Two major (Three Pagoda Pass and Mae Sot) and 

two minor (Bong Ti and Phu Nam Ron) heavily guarded border crossings run along the 

spine of the Tenasserim mountain range that is also home to one of the biggest refugee 

camps in Thailand, Mae La, where approximately 50,000 Karen have taken refuge from 

armed conflict and ethnic persecution by the Burmese government. 

 

Central-western Thailand is today populated by approximately 1.2 million people, who 

are predominantly ethnic Thai. Due to its geographical location Karen, Mon, Hmong 

and Burmese ethnic minorities, have also settled in the region, joined by Chinese and a 

few European expatriates. Buddhism and Animism are the predominant faiths. The 

landscape today sees permanent living in brick or wooden homes in the lowland and 

piedmont zones, or along the river’s edge. Homes increasingly encroach onto pristine 

forest and are built closer to mountain bases. The piedmont zones and the lowlands are 

largely reserved for agricultural cultivation.  

 

Over five million tourists, both domestic and international, visit Kanchanaburi Province 

every year. Uthai Thani Province, north of Kanchanaburi receives less tourism, 

particularly from international visitors, due primarily to the lack of transportation links 

into the area and the number of ‘attractions’ on offer. Tourists have recently ventured 

deeper into the region in exploration of its natural wonders, such as the famous seven-

tier waterfall of Erawan or the impressive cascading falls of Sai Yok. The riches of the 

natural landscape have not gone amiss from those looking to exploit it. Whilst the land 

through time has supported the subsistence economy of its local occupants, today it 

serves to supplement the wealth of large international companies. 
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The central-western region of Thailand is rich in mineral resources that have been 

mined as early as the 1300s (United Nations, Economic and Social Commission for 

Asia and the Pacific (UNESCAP), 2001: 1). The mountainous stretch between the rivers 

Khwae Yai and Noi, named the lead-zinc belt, has at least six mines (Phu Jue, Phu 

Mong, Kao Lee, Klity, Bo Ngam and KEMCO (or Song Thor)) that sit in the middle of 

a large tract of pristine tropical forest, neighbouring Thung Yai Naresuan wildlife 

sanctuary in the northern part of Kanchanaburi Province. Mining has had adverse 

affects on the local community and ecological environment. 

 

Central-western Thailand is also famous for its rich gemstone production of blue 

sapphire and black spinel. The first artisanal miners began digging during the early part 

of the 18th century. Larger mining companies able to dig deeper and faster encroached 

onto the region in the late 1970s. Today almost all major mines are completely 

exhausted and very little mining takes place in the region, other than on a local scale, 

which usually yields a few low quality gemstones. 

 

The abundance of limestone in central-western Thailand has attracted industrial groups 

to establish quarries in the region. As a result of extensive quarrying and mining, the 

landscape of central-western Thailand has to a certain degree been tampered with by 

human intervention and as a precaution companies are required to undertake a full 

archaeological survey of their proposed areas before any work begins. However, large 

corporate companies often bypass policy to avoid delay and economic damage. Much 

archaeology, not only in central-western Thailand, but across the whole of the country, 

has been destroyed by corporate companies looking to exploit the land at any cost. 
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The region’s mountain forests and its flora and fauna are under pressure from 

deforestation due to agricultural expansion and logging, forest fragmentation, 

subsistence and commercial poaching and major infrastructure development of roads, 

pipelines and dams. International bans and strict border controls have come down hard 

on Thailand’s porous borders and questionable border officials who facilitate the 

trafficking of illegal goods.  

 

A common thread connecting occupants of central-western Thailand from the 

Palaeolithic through to today is the landscape. These lands are dotted with places, from 

mountains to caves and rock shelters that have been adapted into sacred, ritual, social 

spaces. Former and current occupants of the region knew/know the land. This is evident 

through the subsistence strategies employed and the patterns of land use adopted in the 

landscape. The riches of the landscape from its raw material to the flora and fauna it 

supports have been exploited since its early occupation. Unfortunately, few 

archaeological remnants remain at its rock art sites; however, as this study progresses 

the role of these sites will be explored and will become clearer through an embodied 

experience of the rock art and landscape. 



 44 

2 

 

 

Past and Present Studies on Prehistoric Thai and central-western 

Thai Rock Art 
 

 

Southeast Asia still remains one of the least understood regions of the world when it 

comes to rock art, especially in comparison to the more publicised rock art of Europe, 

America, South Africa and Australia. Whilst rock art studies have dominated and 

flourished in these regions one could be left with the impression that rock art in 

Southeast Asia is scarce or at least lacks the equivalent sophistication and age of, for 

example, rock art adorning the cave walls of Chauvet in France or Altamira in Spain. 

Southeast Asia, however, is abundant in rock art. Thailand, in particular, is claimed to 

boast the largest number of rock art sites compared to its Southeast Asian counterparts 

(Tan & Taçon, 2014: 67). Recent uranium-series dating from Sulawesi, Indonesia, 

produced a minimum date of 39.9 thousand years (kyr) for a painted hand stencil, and at 

least 35.4 kyr for a painted babirusa (‘pig-deer’) (Aubert et al. 2014: 225), placing the 

paintings among the earliest, if not the earliest, dated figurative depictions worldwide. 

These dates directly contest Eurocentric thinking on the origins of Palaeolithic rock art 

suggesting that rock art may have African origins or was independently created ~40 kyr 

ago at opposite ends of the Pleistocene Eurasian world (Aubert et al. 2014: 223). The 

study of rock art in Thailand and particularly central-western Thailand has been slow to 

mature and has received relatively little attention from scholars. Those that have, as few 

as they are, will be reviewed here. Readers will note the short length of this chapter, this 
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is not a reflection of a lack of things to say, but rather reflects the lack of studies on the 

subject. 

 

2.1. Studies on the Prehistoric Rock Art of Thailand 

 

There are a number of contributory factors that hinder the progress of rock art research 

in Thailand. First, the majority of literature on Thai rock art is written in Thai, 

consequently cutting off a wide readership of non-Thai readers. The rock art of Thailand 

does, in passing, feature in books and texts written in English that are concerned with 

the wider archaeological record of prehistoric Thailand or Southeast Asia. These usually 

consist on average of no more than a double-page spread, of which photos or tracings of 

the art take up three quarters of its coverage, leaving the rest for simple descriptions and 

the monotonous conclusion that rock art has the potential to add much to our 

appreciation of prehistoric Thailand once it has been reliably dated (see Higham & 

Thosarat, 1998: 131-133; Woodward 2003: 19-23). At times, images of rock art are 

often used as page fillers with captions stating the sites name and location, with no 

reference to them anywhere else in the text (see Charoenwongsa & Bronson, 1988: 16). 

General site and landscape descriptions are offered, however, narratives involving a 

researchers bodily and sensorial experience of the rock art and landscape are distinctly 

absent.  

 

A practice yet to be exercised amongst local or international archaeologists and 

anthropologists is the application of conceptual and experiential theoretical models to 

the rock art of Thailand. Such methods have been employed by a number of scholars to 

rock art sites around the world, such as Tilley’s application of his theory on the 
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phenomenology of landscape to the rock art landscapes of Hogsbyn, Sweden (1999) and 

Vingen, Norway (2008a). 

 

Theoretical debate is not common practice in either the teachings on university 

curriculums or critiqued within academic texts in Thailand. There is more of a focus on 

methodological progression. A pure scientific approach is applied to Thai rock art with 

no critical analysis of the methods. Thus, we find published material is usually limited 

to the documentation of rock art with a focus on describing the art, its technique and 

typology. Whilst this scientific method is necessary at the embryonic stages of rock art 

research and goes someway to understanding the archaeological record, it does not 

progress its study further. Attempts to interpret the rock art are usually restricted to the 

rock arts content and rarely go beyond this. The archaeological and anthropological 

record of the region and relevant areas beyond its borders are rarely utilised to make, 

examine or support interpretations. Fitting results into a theoretical framework and 

potentially critiquing it produces a new, deeper, enriched analysis to the finds.  

 

Second, whilst the subject of study is perhaps not as enticing as the rich burial goods of 

Bang Chiang, Ban Kao or Non Nok Tha, which seem to attract the attention of Western 

researchers, this is also the case amongst Thai archaeologists and anthropologists. 

Although the number of studies on Thai rock art is small, the majority are conducted by 

local archaeologists whose publications are often limited in their distribution: confined 

to local museums, governmental archives and university libraries in Thailand. Both 

issues render the work of local archaeologists almost unknown to foreign academics. 

Consequently, this limits the contribution of Thai archaeologists to the Western 
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academic debate and any cross-cultural analysis between Southeast Asian countries and 

other parts of the world. 

 

Finally, what continues to be emphasised in the literature is site-orientated research with 

a particular interest on larger sites, reasons for which serve nationalist and touristic 

agendas. As a replacement for colonialist and imperialist archaeology, nationalist 

archaeology tends to focus its attention on the cultural and political achievements of 

recent past civilisations. Glover (2003: 18) is of the opinion that the focus on 

monumental or spectacular archaeology in Thailand is a strategy to cultivate a 

contemporary national identity that traces its roots to powerful, skilled and centralised 

ancient cultures, such as Rome and Greece. Thus, most resources devoted to 

archaeology in Thailand go towards the restoration, conservation and management of 

great temples and monuments from the Khmer, Sukhothai and Ayudhya periods of Thai 

history. This is not surprising given the economic benefits Thailand receives from its 

tourist industry. Therefore, prehistoric, small-scale archaeological sites and those 

without monumental status, such as rock art sites, tend to be ignored, particularly in 

regard to preservation. This neglect is detrimental to understanding Thailand’s earlier 

past and with weathering and increased urbanisation, evidence of these early inhabitants 

will soon be lost.  

 

2.2. Studies on the Prehistoric Rock Art of central-western Thailand 

 

Related work on the rock art of central-western Thailand also falls victim to the above 

issues. Studies on the prehistoric rock art of central-western Thailand were first made 

during the Thai-Danish expedition in 1962 at Tham Roop. Eigil Nielsen and his team 
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visited the site in an attempt to verify a rumour of a cave said to contain old rock 

paintings. His article in the Journal of Siam Society (1962: 11) confirms the rumours; 

paintings were present, only they were in a vast rock shelter, not a cave. Tracings of the 

paintings were made and the shelter floor excavated, revealing pebble tools of 

Mesolithic type. No description of the rock art is given, but a comment that the 

paintings indicate an age dating to the Bronze Age with others possibly being older. 

Nielson further remarks that the rock shelter was not a dwelling place; rather it was a 

shrine or holy place. Hereafter the site was revisited and re-recorded by Amara 

Srisuchat in 1989 who published her results in Cave paintings in Kanchanaburi, along 

with two other rock art sites (Tham Ta Duang and Pha Daeng) in the same province. 

Srisuchat proposes a stylistic similarity in all three sites and extends this comparison to 

Khao Plara rock art site in Uthai Thani Province, in a second publication in 1990. Both 

books, written in Thai, are the most comprehensive publications on these three sites, 

which include photos and tracings of the rock art, descriptions, proposed dates and 

possible interpretations of the motifs. Unfortunately, interpretations are little supported 

by archaeological or anthropological evidence and at times falsely misguided due to 

inaccurate tracings – this is further explored in chapter four. 

 

Shoocongdej’s (2002) chapter, ‘Gender Roles Depicted in Rock Art: A Case from 

Western Thailand’ in In Pursuit of Gender: Worldwide Archaeological Approaches, has 

potential with the aim of examining gender roles, specifically their roles in a variety of 

activities as depicted in the rock art of Tham Ta Duang, Khao Plara and Pha Dang. 

Shoocongdej successfully draws upon archaeological evidence and ethnographic 

analogies to support her interpretations. Her interpretations are, however, fraught with 

gender assumptions and stereotypes that are based on gendered task activities and 
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characteristics, such as head shape and body thickness, to define gender (Shoocongdej, 

2002: 199). Shoocongdej’s work is further discussed and critiqued in chapter four.  

 

Silpakorn University – the only university in Thailand to have an archaeology 

department – has produced a number of undergraduate and postgraduate theses on rock 

art across Thailand (Lertdamrongchai, 1968; Winyalai, 1999; Sukkham, 2010). I have, 

however, only been able to find two references of work on central-western Thai rock 

art: a PhD thesis dissertation by Chanpensuk in 1981 titled, Prehistoric Paintings at 

Tham Ta Duang, which I have not been able to locate and a master’s paper by Sukkham 

(2007). Sukkham attempts to interpret the rock art of Tham Ta Duang, Khao Plara, 

Tham Roop and Pha Daeng, however, the study fails on tenuous archaeological and 

anthropological links. The paper is written in Thai with an English abstract. His work is 

explored further and critiqued in chapter five. 

 

Two of the most thought-provoking articles on central-western Thai rock art come first 

from Knuth (1962) who likens the composition of the rock art at Tham Roop to Chinese 

oracle bones of the Shang Bronze Age. Second, Shengmin et al (1994) compare the 

style of rock art at Tham Ta Duang, Pha Daeng and Khao Plara to images featured on 

the cliff faces bordering the Zuojiang River Valley located in Zhuang Autonomous 

Region, Guangxi, Southwest China. The study draws on ethnographic data from a local 

ethnic minority group, the Zhuang, to offer possible interpretations of the art as a form 

of totemic frog worship. 

 

Rock art sites Khao Nong Phuk, Khao Wang Kula and Tham Nok Nang Ang have no 

written published literature, other than governmental reports from the FAD. These are 
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generic reports detailing the location, brief descriptions, typologies and general 

comments on dates and proposed use of the site through surface finds. This report is not 

accessible to the general public, but photos and basic information on their location and a 

proposed date for the sites is given on the FAD’s online archive, all of which is in Thai. 

 

Finally there is my own master’s thesis (Scott, 2011), which explored interpretations of 

ritual in the rock arts content and context of rock art sites Tham Ta Duang, Pha Daeng 

and Khao Plara in central-western Thailand. This thesis highlighted the potential 

central-western Thai rock art has for an investigation into ritual and presented some 

patterns in the rock art’s content and context that could be ‘read’ as indicating ritual 

ideologies or constructs. It explored existing interpretations of ritual in the rock art’s 

content and applied Rappaport’s (1991) universal framework for identifying ritual in its 

context. The data, however, found difficulties in fulfilling Rappaports framework 

proposing the research could be taken further with the application of a 

phenomenological assessment. 

 

Although rock art studies in Thailand tends to be more scientifically inclined, its 

contribution to the field through extensive surveys and site documentation is vital at the 

start of any research into the subject area. However, by embracing social theories and 

recognising archaeology as a discipline with a pronounced social facet, it opens up a 

dialogue with the material past that can help detect other aspects of rock art assemblages 

in a new, more positive way. 
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3 
 

 

Theory and Methods 
 

 
As a ‘hard science’, archaeology strives to be objective, thus a subjective, visceral, 

experiential study of rock art is contrary to the discipline’s empirical predisposition. But 

rock art and their sites exist outside of scientific laboratories and the sterile scholastic 

realm, rather they have a distinct physicality in the field, where they can be explored 

and experienced. The approach taken here allows the researcher to stand in for past 

agents, using their own experiences of being at a rock art site to help understand how 

people in the past may have experienced it, thereby humanising the past in a way 

conventional archaeology can never do. This is not to say, however, that a rigorous 

evidence-based approach is not required as well. Both disciplines inherently contribute 

to the study of rock art, but are nonetheless equally inadequate. Neither approach is 

solely taken here, rather a dual approach will be adopted, one which combines both 

fields. This thesis takes lead from Tilley’s (1994) phenomenological approach to 

emplaced cultural artefacts. His approach is archaeological since the subject at hand is 

the artefact and anthropological because of the central role the social agent plays when 

considering the meaning of rock art. Thus, the rock art of central-western Thailand will 

be explored in a way that will allow for a duality of both visceral description and 

scientific rigour to understand the role and meaning of its rock art tradition. 

 

The theoretical foundations of an approach to emplaced cultural artefacts are broad. 

There are several aspects of the rock art sites and their surroundings that need to be 



 52 

explored to permit an examination of past experiences of these sites. First, recent works 

on the archaeology of landscape and rock art will be drawn on to consider the location 

of individual sites within the wider surrounding landscape, thereby exploring how and 

to what extent each site relates to one another and to the landscape as a whole. Second, 

drawing on major works on space and place, an examination of the physical aspects of 

the rock art sites will provide insights into how visitors move in and around the sites. 

Third, to examine the relationship between the human subject and the physical site we 

turn to Tilley’s (1994) phenomenological approach to emplaced cultural artefacts. 

Fourth, in order to explore the rock art itself, we draw upon Alfred Gell’s (1998) 

anthropology of art to consider the agentive properties of rock art and their social roles, 

exploring his theory against a discussion of structuralism and semiotics in the 

consideration of meaning. Finally, we turn to works on the nature of metaphor to 

examine both the meanings of the rock art and the experience of visiting rock art sites. 

The chapter will close with a discussion on the methods used in this thesis. 

 

3.1. Theoretical Foundations 

 

3.1.1. Landscape 

 

Traditional archaeological studies of landscape dealt with its subject matter 

scientifically in the form of site maps, settlement patterns and site catchment analyses. 

Landscapes were considered inert backdrops, abstracted from human affairs, something 

to look at and over, and to be endured. This space of nothingness was universal and had 

cross-cultural impact on people and society throughout time. Since the 1980s the 

usefulness of a scientific conception of space has consistently been challenged but is 
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now recognised for its complexities, as meaning-laden, humanised spaces that are 

actively integrated into social, ritual and cosmological milieus (Urry, 1985; Soja, 1989; 

Hodder, 1982a, b, 1986, 1987, 1992; Miller & Tilley, 1984; Shanks & Tilley, 1987a, b, 

1989; Bender, 1992, 1993, 1998; Tilley, 1994). 

 

Space is socially produced. Different individuals, societies and groups act out their lives 

in different spaces. Consequently, a singular landscape does not exist, rather multiple 

landscapes co-exist and are ever changing and reproducing. Bender (1998) explores the 

many voices, past and present that adhere to the landscape of Stonehenge. Her work is a 

fine example of how one landscape has, through time, acquired different uses and 

meanings as a Neolithic Bronze Age settlement and burial site; attacked by the medieval 

church for its reverence among commoners as having magical properties; used to 

advocate for ancient Celtic and Druidic origins during the 17th and 18th centuries; and 

today, locals, archaeologists, heritage managers and free festivallers all come to 

Stonehenge with entirely different understandings and agendas. The landscape of 

Stonehenge has, throughout millennia, been used and re-used, invested with new 

meanings, appropriated and contested. Bender’s work creatively explores how people 

can have very different and often conflicting experiences of the same place, and whilst 

she takes Stonehenge as the focal case study, her work speaks generally of the multi-

vocal nature of all landscapes. 

 

We find different types of landscape, natural, social, ritual and non-physical in 

existence. These categories of landscape are loosely defined, permeable and not 

mutually exclusive. Rock art has excellent provenance, sites are emplaced and exist in 

their original physical context. By recognising rock art sites as part of a larger structural 
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system, their placement within the land can be better understood. Thus, recent works on 

how fixed artefacts relate to the aforementioned landscapes will now be explored. 

 

Natural Landscapes 

 

Features of the natural landscape such as waterfalls, unusual rock formations, mountain 

tops, trees, rivers and caves may have held symbolic significance to those of the past. 

Rather than a simple backdrop for human action, the natural landscape is encultured by 

human intentionality, with natural features appropriated with place names, associations 

and memories (Tilley, 1994: 24). Natural features acquire significance through the 

production, recognition and association of meanings and social actions that are, and did, 

take place there. A well-documented example of this is found in the natural landscape of 

Australia. Nearly every landscape feature from the domed rock formations of Kata Tjuta 

(Carruthers, 2003) to waterholes (White, 2003) are significant to Australian 

Aboriginals, past and present, having been created by ancestral beings during their 

Dreamtime activities. The Maya of southern Mexico revere caves as the most ritually 

significant feature in the landscape. Ethnographic and archaeological evidence reveal 

they served a ceremonial function, and boulders – considered places of interaction with 

the gods and ancestors petrified within them – are frequently found at cave entrances 

and often share similar rock art (Palka, 2014: 153). 

 

Social Landscapes 

 

The archaeology of social landscapes explores the ways in which the land is utilised for 

social ends. Bradley’s (1997, 2000; Bradley et al, 1993, 1994, 1995) study of Galician 
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and Scottish rock art is heavily influenced by the work of Ingold (1986), particularly in 

his consideration of how mobile hunter-gatherer and sedentary agricultural societies 

conceptualise territory. Ingold (1986: 147) suggests that hunter-gatherers operate with a 

zero or one-dimensional conception of space, meaning that territories ‘owned’ by these 

groups are loosely localised to specific places and over pathways that connect them. 

Agriculturalists work with a two-dimensional conception of space, whereby territories 

have clear-cut boundaries. Ingold (1986: 133) claims that ‘territorial behaviour is 

basically a mode of communication’, and whilst he does not implicitly apply his model 

to rock art, rock art, in part a medium of visual communication, may relate to 

territoriality. 

 

Bradley (1997: 9) believes rock art exists exclusively as a form of visual 

communication and a method in which hunter-gatherer groups communicated with each 

other. Bradley’s work uncovered two dichotomies, first between carvings found along 

clear paths and inaccessible areas overlooking those paths; second, rock art sites within 

habitation sites and those found some distance from them. Each site-type exhibited a 

clear separation in its content, for example, rock art found at larger sites along well-

travelled routes provided a wider range of information than the rock art found at 

habitation sites or away from well-trafficked paths. Therefore, carvings found along 

route-ways were intended to be seen by a larger passing audience, whilst those less 

accessible were reserved for a more specific group of viewers. Thus, the rock art and the 

physicality of the land reflect a segmented landscape that may not have been accessible 

to all social groups. These social distinctions may have been based on class, age, gender 

or any number of categories.  
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Ritual Landscapes 

 

Ritual landscapes are those sections of the natural landscape that are set aside for 

specific, non-secular purposes. Reichel-Dolmatoff’s (1967, 1971) work with the Tukano 

provides a perfect example to introduce the relationship between rock art and ritual 

landscape. The monotonous landscape of north-western Amazonia is broken up by two 

natural features: great meandering rivers that cut through the thick forest and rocky hills 

that rise up above the forest canopy. The Tukano believe the mountains and rivers are 

home to Wai-maxsë, the Master and protector of Animals and Fishes. Only shamans 

enter their ‘homes’ to negotiate the release of game for their group to hunt and to 

produce rock art that is exclusively made up of zoomorphic and geometric motifs, 

symbolising fecundity and fertility. They are locations reserved for ritual activity and 

avoided by the uninitiated. Reichel-Dolmatoff’s work is a good example of how the 

natural landscape may be ritualised and how rock art and the process of painting 

contributes to its ritualisation.  

 

Non-physical Landscapes 

 

The visual primacy of rock art imagery can sometimes blind researchers to the non-

visual aspects of rock art. The term ‘art’ is unhelpful in presenting rock art as something 

to be looked at and viewed (Heyd, 1999). What is meant by ‘non-visual’ is the non-

physical characteristics of rock art, the site and the landscape, such as its touch, smell, 

sound and taste. Sometimes referred to as ‘mindscapes’, the term has not yet gained 

widespread usage in the rock art community; nonetheless it is an important concept to 

consider when exploring the relationships between rock art and their landscapes. 
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Ouzman (2001) investigates non-representational marks associated with rock 

engravings in South Africa. Hammer marks, flaked spots and rubbed areas represent 

different physical engagements with the rock. He argues, hammer marks are evidence of 

percussive activity, when struck these ‘gong rocks’ emit a harsh metallic sound. 

Ouzman believes they were made during ritual activities, whereby physical engagement 

and the sound produced by striking the engraved rocks were important ritual processes 

performed at the sites. Rubbed areas found only on specific engravings of elands and 

other spiritually important animals are considered by Ouzman as attempts to retrieve 

spiritual potency from the art. Similarly, flaked areas may be the result of individuals 

taking a piece of the engraved rock in order to possess a part of the potent rock. 

Ouzman labels these sites hierophanies, a term coined by Mircea Eliade (1989: 32) to 

represent the  

 

‘radical ontological separation of some object from the surrounding cosmic zone; 

some tree, some stone, some place, by the mere fact that it reveals that it is sacred, 

that it has been, as it were, “chosen” as the receptacle for the manifestation of the 

sacred, is thereby ontologically separated from all other stones, trees, places, and 

occupies a different, a supernatural place’.  

 

In Ouzman’s example we find that rock art sites are found in locations where rocks 

‘sing’ and were the chosen areas for ritual activity to take place. Ouzman’s example is 

one of a number of studies that have explored rock art through one or more of our 

perceptual senses, and illustrates how the concept of mindscapes can be utilised in 

landscape studies in archaeology. 
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Rock art and their sites are immovable artefacts, they exist exactly where their 

producers intended them to be. Prehistoric producers of rock art governed their 

placement within landscapes that were already imbued with meaning, whilst also 

creating new ones of their own. Understanding why rock art sites exist where they do in 

the wider landscape, by placing and exploring them within a broader context of uses, 

meanings and systems we move closer to identifying and understanding how rock art 

sites were physically engaged with. Whilst an understanding of the relationship between 

rock art sites and the wider landscape is essential it is also necessary to examine rock art 

sites at a smaller scale, to understand the specific nature of the places singled out from 

the landscape. 

 

3.1.2. Space versus Place 

 

Thus far, rock art images and their physical surroundings have been referred to as rock 

art ‘sites’. In archaeology, an archaeological ‘site’ does not refer to its physical location, 

as a humanised space, rather it refers to the location, as it exists today, undergoing 

excavation or mummified in an abstract, academic space. ‘Place’ could be considered 

the anthropological counterpart to the archaeological context of a ‘site’. Place has 

primary ontological significance as centres of bodily action, human significance, and 

emotional attachment. Essentially, knowledge of place manifests through the manner in 

which a human is being-in-the-world – in their movement, encounter, memory and 

association with it – its meaning is grounded in an existential or lived consciousness of 

it. Space is far more abstract than place, but derives it’s meaning from it – ‘without 

places there can be no spaces’ (Tilley, 1994: 15). There have been many attempts to 

generalise the specificity of place by creating typologies of space, such as, cognitive, 
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somatic, perceptual, existential and architectural. These classifications are permeable 

and not mutually exclusive due to the fluid nature of their meanings and significance to 

one or many people. We will, however, deal specifically here with architectural space. 

 

Architectural space is a deliberate attempt to create and bound space, it makes space 

tangible. Architectural structures often pertain to built places, which have a profound 

affect on perceptual space. Giedion (1964), however, suggests that architecture is a 

gestalt – one of form set against space. Thus, natural places such as a rock shelter, cave 

or a forest clearing may be considered in architectural terms. For within a rock shelter 

the place is defined by the rock walls either side of it, or in a forest clearing, place is 

demarcated by the trees and vegetation. Space is only created, however, from a set of 

social relations between things or places – be they natural or cultural objects (Tilley, 

1994: 17). It is not simply a container for social practices; rather it is a medium that 

participates in the actions taking place there. Space is a social construct and thus its 

meaning always involves a subjective dimension that cannot be understood apart from 

the social relations which appropriate a physical space. Places, however, must be chosen 

to become spaces, selected for specific intentions and interests and their material and 

symbolic conditions (Chippindale & Nash, 2004: 76-77). Thus, in order to comprehend 

the character, function and meaning of rock art the physical space must be included in 

its overall exploration, with the visual, auditory, olfactory and kinaesthetic qualities 

equally considered. To do so, we turn to phenomenology. 
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3.1.3. Phenomenology 

 

A rock art site is often defined within the boundaries of the art’s reach on a rock 

surface. This definition is inadequate in the present context. Here rock art sites include 

both the art and its surroundings. Rock art sites are considered places, defined and 

understood in relation to the human subject by focusing on how the human subject 

engages, in a corporeal and sensorial manner, with the rock art and its surroundings. 

 

During the Enlightment Era (for example, Kant) philosophy was dominated with the 

attitude that general knowledge precedes experience. For phenomenologists knowledge 

starts from perception, not subsequent to it. Such an approach involves the description 

and understanding of things, as they are experienced, synaesthetically, through the 

medium of our bodies. Bergson ([1896] 1990) focuses philosophical inquiry back to the 

body, diametrically opposing dualistic thought from materialists and idealists of his era. 

Materialism stressed the primacy of an objective, physical world, whereby the body is a 

‘thing’, and idealists placed great emphasis on the cognitive processes of the mind that 

has no bodily basis. Both exclude the body, focusing on perception as a cognitive act, 

which reflected the reality of things or produced a representation of them.  This dualism 

renders the body passive and places it in an objective ‘outside’ world living in a 

subjective ‘inside’ world of the mind (Tilley, 2008: 21). For Bergson, the moving body 

is transitional, mediating between these dualities and providing ground for all 

perception. Perception is integral to recollection.  Memories consist of images that may 

be recalled in the mind as voluntary memories or as involuntary memories that are not 

mental images but corporeal habits inscribed onto the sensorimotor systems of the body. 
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For Bergson then, our perception of the world as we experience it is informed by our 

previous encounters with it.  

 

Merleau-Ponty (1962) developed Bergson’s idea, suggesting that the ‘things’ of the 

world only obtain relational significance and status as objects after they have been 

perceived by the subject, at which point meanings and interpretations are affixed and 

the world becomes known. For Merleau-Ponty, phenomenology seeks to break down 

the barriers between subject and object by following a middle course between an 

empiricist objectivism and a cognitive idealism (Tilley, 1994: 13). It does this by 

considering the human body as the nexus of perception, through which the world comes 

to be known. Such corporeal perception involves the whole body sensing and moving 

through space and time. The world, therefore, becomes described and defined relative to 

the perceiver’s body; it exists in a dialectical relationship with the perceiving body and 

the surrounding world, with its objects and other subjects, that are mutually constitutive 

and constituting (Casey, 1996:19).  

 

A phenomenological exploration of a place involves being in and moving through it, 

while paying particular attention to one’s sensorimotor experiences prior to any cultural 

or personal meaning and judgement. This perceptual data, that includes a descriptive, 

synaesthetic account of the world as it is experienced, is not a subjective interpretation 

of one’s experience, rather, it is objective insofar as it is pre-personal and the results are 

reproducible. The only prerequisite for a phenomenological investigation is that one 

must be in the world, to be in the place, experiencing it and being in a position to 

perceive it. 
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There have been a number of studies exploring the philosophical foundations of 

phenomenology and how it can be applied to archaeology and landscape (starting with 

Tilley (1994) and Gosden (1994)), as well as a series of case studies (Bender et al. 

2007; Cummings & Whittle, 2004, and so forth) that have been extensively discussed 

and critiqued. The phenomenological turn has been highly controversial and heavily 

criticised; therefore the key aforementioned studies (and more) will be introduced and 

examined further in the context of their wider discussion – both the positive and critical. 

 

Merleau-Ponty’s ideas influenced Tilley’s (1994, 1999, 2004a, 2004b; Tilley & 

Bennett, 2001) phenomenological exploration of emplaced cultural artefacts and rock 

art sites. For Tilley (2004a: 78) ‘the manner in which humans perceive the world is 

intimately bound up with the kinds of bodies we all have, and in a basic sense, share’, 

thus exploring places from a phenomenological perspective can provide insight into 

how places were experienced in the past. He offers a more integrated phenomenological 

approach to rock art research, by taking into consideration both sensory synaesthetics 

and bodily kinaesthetics (Tilley, 2008). Tilley (2008: 46) is concerned with describing 

how the body interacts with the physicality of a rock art site and the art itself, through 

the effort expended to reach the art, the angles used to view the art and the various 

senses experienced at every stage of the body’s interaction with it as the body moves 

through the landscape. Approaching rock art in this manner is akin to participant 

observation.  These sensations and experiences may be equally significant parts of the 

sites and the art’s meaning as is the symbolic meaning assigned to them through cultural 

convention. A phenomenological analysis of place allows for a very local, embodied 

understanding of the landscape and its rock art. The theoretical and methodological 
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foundation for such an approach informs much of the present study, it is, however, 

contentious and has been subject to much criticism. 

 

Karlsson (1998) critiques the approach from a strictly philosophical point of view, 

condemning it as a gross misinterpretation of phenomenology. The issue here is a 

generalised view of phenomenology – an extremely diverse philosophical tradition, 

which has been drawn upon by researchers in a variety of ways (Gillings, 2011: 53). 

More recently, phenomenological archaeology has been the subject of several re-

assessments, the results of which have largely distanced it from phenomenology as a 

general concept, instead emphasising its discussion in explicit relation to specific works 

and researchers. Although this way of thinking is helpful (moving towards defining 

which phenomenological approach is being used), it could be argued that this call for 

clarity is valid for any study which draws on an archaeological theory or methodology 

that relates to other disciplines and/or abstract theories (Ljunge, 2013: 141). A 

phenomenological approach to landscape and place is not meant to be a practice in 

‘true’ phenomenological philosophy, rather, ideas and techniques from the discipline 

are borrowed and applied elsewhere. What appears to be the issue, however, is the way 

in which ideas from this area of philosophy have been used to interpret archaeological 

material (Brück, 2005: 46). 

 

A phenomenological interest in rock art is justifiable. What makes rock art so 

distinctive is its fixed position in the landscape. This in turn explains the importance 

placed on understanding how people interacted with places, which resulted in practices 

involving rock art. A criticism (or more accurately, misunderstanding) of 

phenomenology is the claim that an understanding of, and the meaning of rock art 
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images, can be obtained through phenomenological studies. This has rarely been the 

claim of the researchers themselves. Rather, the main contribution of phenomenological 

studies is broadening understanding of the rock art phenomenon, providing a more 

holistic perspective in regards to the images, and in relation to the experience of 

materiality, place and landscape (Ljunge, 2013: 139). Generally, phenomenological 

studies wish to obtain the meaningful elements of the embodied experience, which 

Tilley (1994) presented as the meaningful qualities of the prehistoric landscape. 

However, phenomenological studies tend to focus on the role of the sensory experience 

in the placement of rock art to the point whereby the meaning of rock art is rarely 

explored (Ljunge, 2013: 144). While the location of rock art can contribute to its 

meaning, often at times discussions of place have little to do with the rock art itself, 

‘simply because the images are not really needed’ (Ljunge, 2013: 148). In Magnus 

Ljunge’s (2013: 149) critical evaluation of phenomenological interpretations of rock art, 

he argues for a refocus on the materiality of the art, one that does not reduce images to a 

passive role. He urges us to recognise the constraints and potential of a 

phenomenological approach in understanding meaning in rock art – to stop defining 

‘images as a representation of the experience of place’. 

 

In Johnson’s (2012: 279) review of phenomenological approaches in landscape 

archaeology he takes the stance that, ‘we are all phenomenologists’. Whilst there has 

been much debate between landscape archaeologists and phenomenologists, Johnson 

concentrates on the practical application of phenomenology – an interest in human 

subjectivity and experience – and posits that several studies, which are described as 

landscape archaeology, engage in an understanding of the human experience. Therefore, 

although they do not formally derive nor make reference to the phenomenological 
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tradition, these studies are interested in the same things as explicit archaeological 

applications of phenomenology (landscape and human subjectivity). From this 

perspective, a whole plethora of research is opened up in the sense of a generalized 

interest in human experience. For instance, Bruno David’s (2002: 29-33) study of 

landscape and rock art in Australian contexts does not explicitly reference 

phenomenology, but there is an emphasis on emplaced human behaviour, the 

importance of place, and ‘being in the world’.  

 

One of the most common critiques of phenomenology is that the approach is wholly 

subjective (Fleming, 1999, 2005, 2006; Liddiard & Williamson, 2008; Shennan, 2002). 

For a phenomenological exploration only reveals the researchers personal and 

subjective experience of a place. This standpoint arises from a misunderstanding of the 

theory and from an inability to allow intermediation between objective and subjective. 

Phenomenologists accept that there are different means of engaging with and 

experiencing the past, exploring in particular the subjectivity of the researcher in the 

present (see Shanks, 1992; Bender, 1998). However, the empiricist demands the 

ontological primacy of things, defined by their absolute properties (size, colour and 

shape), which are objective and quantifiable. Consequently, there are too many human 

variables in a phenomenological approach, despite the pre-personal, embodied, 

corporeal nature of human experience and the fact that we all share similar bodies and 

similar (sensorial) perceptions of the world. It is here wherein a further criticism lies: 

the fact that not all bodies are the same. They differ in age, physical ability, gender and 

so forth, which lead to disparate experiences of the same place and risks silencing the 

experiences of different groups. Researchers often take a position of shared bodily 

experiences, moving away from an anthropological understanding of the cultural 
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difference of human experiences. Such a viewpoint is culturally and politically 

problematic, especially as all too often the phenomenologist’s experience is that of an 

able-bodied male (Johnson, 2012: 277). This is a valid criticism, but like any 

interpretive model in anthropology, though it may not necessarily be all-inclusive it 

does generate a refreshing exploration of possibilities on topics that would otherwise lie 

stagnant in an abstract empiricist academic world (Tilley, 2004b: 201). One of the 

strengths of phenomenology is that the core of its work involves areas of the 

archaeological record that are highly visible and accessible to archaeologists, that is 

compared to other factors which cannot be directly observed, for instance ranking, 

prestige, or adaptation to the environment. Ostensibly, a researcher can readily explore 

the sensory aspects of these areas of the archaeological record (Johnson, 2012: 274). 

While the physical differences in our bodies and sensory apparatus may impact our 

experience of landscape, its meaning for people and groups may also differ according to 

diverse interests. Whilst these interests may be impossible to garner, it has been argued 

that the physical experience of landscape may be the only authentic acquaintance we 

have with the past. Our embodied minds and thoughts are structured by the kinds of 

bodies and sensory mechanisms we own. Whilst landscapes can hold profound 

significance, their importance varies according to different agendas and practices. 

Nevertheless, the landscape’s kinaesthetic impact in relation to the body is inextricably 

linked and transcends time, because meaning and doing exists through the mind and 

body (Tilley, 2008b; 2017).  

 

It could be argued that the notion of a universal embodied experience, unchanged 

through time and space, is a contradiction. In one way it is a direct and meaningful 

experience; and in another it needs to be contemplated and reflected on, before 
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constructing it into a narrative (Ljunge, 2013: 143). The shift between embodied 

experience and meaning is a fundamental issue for critics of phenomenology. The aim 

of phenomenological methods is to inhibit the subject-object dichotomy, however, some 

argue that its interpretations are still reductive, with passive descriptions of experience 

and idealistic constructions. Ingold’s (2005) review of Tilley’s, The Materiality of Stone 

(2004), suggests the theory and methods that inform his study are fraught with 

paradoxes and contradictions. Ingold believes the dichotomies Tilley aims to 

undermine, such as, nature/culture, literal/poetic, person/things and stasis/movement 

still exists throughout his work. Ingold’s criticism reflects that of a logical positivist, 

who sees things as ‘either/or’. Tilley’s (2005: 126) reply brings us out of this surreal 

attitude towards the world and reminds Ingold that with this philosophy a ‘both/and’ 

position replaces an ‘either/or’ situation: ‘Do we simply “identify” these contradictions 

in an objective and “rational” manner? Are they to be taken in some way as absolutes, 

somehow independent of our own particular point of view, or do we create them as part 

of a particular intellectual debating strategy of reading and analysis?’ 

 

Further criticism is an issue with evidence, or lack thereof. Fleming (2005) revisited the 

Welsh megalithic sites of several phenomenological studies, notably Tilley (1994) and 

Cummings & Whittle (2004), and argues that many of the proposed interpretations are 

not backed up by evidence. For instance, where megalithic sites were said to point 

towards rock outcrops, springs, and other features, and interpreted as indicators of 

Neolithic cosmological beliefs, Fleming disputed these claims, pointing out that sites 

with panoramic views could be referencing an array of different features. The evidential 

critique raises a pertinent issue that some studies are quick to dismiss previous work and 

are deficient on referencing. However, phenomenology is not a rejection of evidence, 
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rather, to take the words of Bender (1998: 7), ‘we still want to work back and forward 

between our interpretations, our imaginings, and the material remains…we have come 

to recognize that we have to go beyond the evidence, that “the evidence” does not of 

itself offer an understanding, and that it is open to any number of interpretations’. 

Alongside this evidential critique there is also one of coincidence. Fleming (1999) and 

Brück (2004; 2005) propose that the relationships Tilley writes of, between his 

experiences and the physicality of landscapes, megaliths, or rock art sites, may in fact 

be coincidental, rather than intentional. Tilley s (2004a: 78) reply highlights that there 

can be a multitude of interpretations and uncertainty in them: ‘[T]here is never likely to 

be one way to understand landscapes in terms of intentions, but many. It becomes a 

multiple field of interpretive possibilities, a dialogue between the archaeologist and the 

material remains of practice. The only reason to be depressed about this is if we are 

striving for certainty, but that is not the name of the game in any social science’. 

 

Finally, it has been argued that it is impossible to move from describing personal 

experiences to understanding the possible meanings past people may have attached to 

those experiences (Brück, 2005). This criticism highlights to some extent the constraints 

of the perception of archaeology and its relationship with the past and time. Definitions 

of archaeology vary, although not a great deal. The difference can be significant if not 

subtle at first glance. Most definitions detail the study of material culture, some leave it 

at that, whilst others include an element of time with words such as ‘past’, ‘ancient’, 

‘history’, and ‘prehistory’ here the focus is an understanding of the past. Time is one of 

the key concepts in Gosden’s (1994) examination of the human body’s involvement 

with the world, revealed through an examination of and reflection on material culture. 

In his study Gosden explores the philosophical foundations and essence of 
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phenomenology and how it can be applied to archaeology and the study of landscape. 

Gosden proposes a new approach to what binds past and present, and what may be 

distinguishable of long-term human development from the material remains of 

prehistory. The most challenging concept is that of time, whereby Gosden suggests that 

human actions create time. He includes Braudel’s longue duree and archaeological 

attempts to assimilate it, for instance in the perceived continuity of specific ritual 

practices in British prehistory. Gosden develops his ideas from Heidegger, in particular 

the notion that time is a form of lived experience and the concept of public time, defined 

as the ‘conscious use…of materials, spaces and times’ (Gosden, 1994: 152). He tries to 

demonstrate this in the existence and modification across centuries of major monuments 

in the landscape, such as Avebury and Stonehenge. Critics state it is difficult to test this 

theory in the absence of direct evidence of the experiences of peoples, and that an 

ethnographic parallel is required (Hoskins, 1995: 633). Whilst informed methods would 

add weight to the idea, the approach Gosden takes gives light to a different perspective. 

His theory of time as part of social action (conscious or unconscious) and human 

involvement in the world, attempts to show that long-term change is a product of human 

intervention, and not merely a consequence of natural forces operating in abstract time. 

 

In Landscape in the Longue Durée, Tilley (2017: 14) also explores the notion of time, 

in particular the idea that archaeology is not just about the past and the past is not 

separated from the present; archaeology must be about the present and its relationship to 

the past ‘in its intellectual, material and sensory embodied dimensions’. The emphasis 

here is on human embodiment and the persistent relationship one has with landscapes 

and the material world through ‘sensuous human involvement, engagement and 

participation’ (Tilley, 2017: 14) - the antithesis of cognized meaning and significance 
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that alters and changes over time and in cycles. Thus, there is a distinction between 

practices of the mind and body, the latter being fundamental and primary, relating to 

habit and memory without thought, with the past being ‘sedimented in the body’ 

(Connerton, 1989: 72). In his study of pebbles from Budleigh Salterton, Tilley (2017: 

434) posits that through the medium of pebbles ‘Prehistory is in and of the present’, and 

while the meaning and signification of pebbles or ‘things’ are subject to change, the 

attitude towards them, both contemporary and prehistoric, arise from the same 

embodied response: ‘the visual touch or power of the thing in itself, in its material 

Being in the world that entraps us in the same entangled web’ (Tilley, 2017: 434). 

Therefore, there may be no meaning attached to these things. Our relationship with 

them, past and present, may be habitual, based on their materiality, a relationship that 

does not require any thought or reason – an enchantment of sorts, as postulated by Gell 

(1992a; In: Tilley, 2017), but different. Rather than an enchantment of technology – 

things produced by humanity (or culture) and the captivation which comes from not 

being able to fathom how they are made, there is instead an opposite enchantment of 

nature and the power that resides in it not being made, and the lack of human 

intervention. Thus, while past meanings of landscapes may be difficult to deduce, 

phenomenologists have never claimed such absolute results, rather the approach is one 

tool among many to understand the past and offers an insight into past experience in the 

present through embodied practice. 

 

Phenomenology helps us understand how rock art sites and their surroundings were 

engaged with kinaesthetically. These experiences were the intentions of the artists 

and/or those who selected the sites. They intentionally chose a location within the 

landscape that would need to be travelled through and to, and often particular paths 
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would need to be travelled on; once there, the place and its images are engaged with 

corporeally in a manner dictated by its artist(s). Thus, the physical context and the art 

are an extension of the artist’s person – they become agentive. One way of moving from 

experience to meaning would be to try and understand the nature of this agency. 

 

3.1.4. Art and Agency 

 

There is more to the production of a rock art site than simply applying pigment or 

pecking images onto a rock surface. Producers of rock art intentionally chose a place in 

the landscape to hold their art, chose which surface in that place would be marked, 

where the images would be placed on it, what subject matter would be illustrated and 

what colour would be used. Such actions determine where a visitor needs to hike, climb, 

stand and look when experiencing a rock art site. It is impossible for a modern visitor’s 

personal, culturally-dependent experience of a rock art site to fall within the intentions 

of the artist, however, the kinaesthetic experience possibly did. Even in the absence of 

their producers and after thousands of years, people can still be subject to their 

intentions, as the agency of the artist endures within the rock art and the site. This idea 

forms the central focus of Gell’s (1998) anthropological theory of art. 

 

Gell puts forth a radically different interpretive framework that is independent of 

aesthetics and semiotics, and proposes one that focuses on the relational agency 

between people and objects within a social context. This process, to Gell’s mind, is 

more anthropologically worthy than institutionalised ‘Western’ aesthetic evaluations. 

He believes objects of art embody complex intentionalities and are extensions of the 
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artist’s social agency, expressly produced to fulfil a social function that, even in the 

absence of the artist, can affect changes in the social environment. 

 

Like Merleau-Ponty, Gell prioritises process over form. He does so by contextualising 

art objects within a system of social actions and attributing them with social agency. 

Objects of art possess power and significance that stems from the technological and 

skilful processes used to make them. As such, a person who views an art object 

becomes aware of it as a physical residuum of another’s agency, thereby acknowledging 

the skill and manufacturing techniques responsible for the form. The complex forms 

that require skilful technical processes of production may astonish its viewers. Such 

technical virtuosity is exhibited in one of Gell’s (1998: viii) examples of intricately 

decorated prow-boards on Trobriand canoes used in kula exchange in the Massim 

region, Papua New Guinea. Designed to dazzle, confuse and beguile those it confronts, 

the viewer grapples to understand how such complexity is achieved. Gell calls this 

‘enchantment’. In this particular social context, technological virtuosity is intrinsic to 

the efficacy of prow-boards, psychologically manipulating the viewer into surrendering 

their valuables for less than their worth. As objects, prow-boards embody the artist(s), 

they function as extensions of their social agency, mediating social relationships in their 

absence. Art objects act as indexes of agency in what Gell (1998: 232) phrases 

‘distributed personhood’ – whereby an individual’s person is distributed in every art 

object they produce. 

 

Gell’s Art and Agency has received strongly divided reviews. There are those who see it 

as making a considerable theoretical contribution to the anthropology of art, and those 

who see it as a substantially flawed piece of work marked by critical omissions and 
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contradictions (Morphy, 2009: 5). Howard Morphy (2009) is of the latter opinion, 

positing that whilst action is central to Gell’s argument, it diverts attention away from 

the role of human agency in art production and the role of art as a mode of action, and 

instead attributes agency to the objects themselves. The agentive properties of inanimate 

objects is a central topic in anthropology, however, it is also somewhat problematic.  

Objects, principally, do not change themselves, as Morphy (2009: 6) states, ‘What 

human beings think an object is capable of doing needs to be separated from that which 

it is actually known that objects can do’. While some may ascribe agency to objects and 

believe them to be capable of intentional actions, the question of how people came to 

believe these properties or affects is a critical question, one which Gell does not try to 

answer, and makes no attempts to gather the evidence to prove the hypothesis. 

 

One of the main criticisms of Gell’s theory is that it neglects any consideration toward 

symbolism by only exploring form through the qualities of an object that attest to the 

agency of the artist. In fact, Gell (1998: 6) insists that the symbolic aspects of an object 

are irrelevant to its material and visual characteristics. Whilst Gell dismisses aesthetics 

and semantics in his theory of art and agency, some argue that these aspects of an 

object, as well as its symbolic significance, are central to Gell’s analyses (Morphy, 

2009: 8). Gell rejects consideration of art’s meaning to instead focus on what an object 

does, however we cannot separate meaning and doing as clinically as he does. Here we 

turn to the application of semiotic and structural models as methods of analysing form 

and meaning in art. 
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3.1.5. Structuralism 

 

The investigation of meaning in art is a topic of longstanding interest in anthropology, 

with several studies showing how art can convey significant themes within a society. 

Structural theory is formed of three main ideas: first, that art and material culture is 

structured by a set of underlying rules similar to language. According to Saussure 

(1959; In: Layton, 1991: 99) language depends upon ‘the division of experience into an 

ordered set of mental constructs’ – this is the signified, a mental representation of a 

thing, while the signifier is a conventional culturally defined sound referring to a thing 

(Tilley, 1991: 20). This combination forms the linguistic sign. Language is defined as a 

culturally shared set of rules (the system underlying linguistic communication), while 

speech is defined as the particular ways language is utilised by individuals as an act of 

expression. Similarly, in material culture signification is dependent on the identification 

of basic units of meaning analogous to mental concepts, which are put together 

according to a culturally defined set of rules that create particular discourses. Second, 

that cultural structures employ abstract universal concepts inherent in the human mind 

and often expressed as binary oppositions, for instance life/death, young/old, 

male/female and so forth (Conkey, 2001). Third, that structural rules can be seen as 

transformations between different cultural domains. 

 

Theorists in the 1970’s and 80’s debated the idea of applying linguistic models to 

material culture, in particular whether they can justly be extended to visual 

communication. This was due to the differences between linguistic signification and 

signification in material culture, the primary issue being the practical limitations of 

structuralism’s ability to explain the different aspects and the full complexity of cultural 
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phenomena. Critics often misinterpret the semiological method as being restricted to the 

simple definition of sign and thus to relations of difference and opposition. They 

disregard the way signs are interrelated along the paradigmatic series and syntagmatic 

chains – a key aspect of Saussure’s analysis (Layton, 1985). Tilley (1991: 22, 125) 

acknowledges the metaphoric relationship between signs in paradigmatic series, stating 

that contrasts provide one route to meaning and any reduction of signification to just 

this aspect within an overall system is unfruitful. As Tilley (1991: 95) points out, 

‘significative’ systems, whether in language or non-verbal material form, are rarely 

simple’. Structural analysis takes us only so far in the investigation of meaning in 

material culture and so it is necessary to go beyond it (Tilley, 1990: 74). The result of 

such debates is a range of post-structuralist and semiotic approaches that challenge and 

use structural ideas as a beginning point from which new theories are developed 

(Conkey, 2001). 

 

Early structural approaches (see Leroi-Gourhan (1982) and Levi-Strauss (1970)) had a 

significant impact on archaeology in general and on rock art studies in particular, 

resulting in the reconsideration of several prevalent and long-standing theories. Notably, 

the reconceptualisation of the Upper Palaeolithic people as fully cognitive modern 

humans as evidenced in their complex symbolic behaviour (Conkey, 2001). Structural 

analysis (or some form of it) ‘can be taken to be indispensable to studies of prehistoric 

material culture’ (Tilley, 1990: 70). Functionalist ideas of animal totemism and the 

hunting magic hypothesis were contradicted by several studies, including Lewis-

Williams (1972, 1974) and Vinnicombe (1972, 1976). These studies engaged in 

structuralism and structural analysis of San rock art to examine the layout and pattern of 

rock art within sites, and to explore social structure respectively. Both approaches 
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presented new ways of thinking about the meaning of San art, which contributed to the 

demonstration of their complex and rich culture, disputing the popular interpretation of 

hunting magic. Structuralism is not a common practice in rock art studies, with 

diffusionist and evolutionary theories still dominating the field. 

  

While Gell (1998: 25) dismissed cross-cultural aesthetic and semiotic analyses as 

inappropriate programmes in any anthropological investigation of art, others argue that 

these aspects are integral to understanding art as a mode of action – the way it acts in 

the world and its impact on people (Morphy, 2009: 5). With some arguing that these 

very properties are central to Gell’s analyses (Morphy, 2009; Campbell, 2001). 

Campbell (2001) suggests a variety of approaches must be used to investigate the 

material in order to understand its efficacy and social context. To this end, Campbell 

believes it is the symbolic qualities of an object, as well as the material and social 

qualities emphasised by Gell, that permit art objects to fulfil their role(s). In his study of 

Trobriand shields, Gell (1998: 31) only tells us of their ‘false mirror’ effect, how they 

dazzle an exchange partner (this is their agency), but tells us nothing of the symbolic 

elements of the designs. Applying her hypothesis to Gell’s example of Trobriand prow-

boards, Campbell found that while the formal qualities of the objects are paramount 

(prow-boards are restricted to and have to abide by strict design elements and rules) the 

representation of certain ‘animals’ and the value attached to them demonstrates a 

process of aesthetic reasoning, eliciting a greater understanding of the fabric of Vakutan 

social and cultural life. Campbell’s varied approach to the interrogation of material 

culture, which includes the semiotics of design, symbolism and social context, is a stark 

contrast to Gell’s thesis. However, Campbell (2001: 134) points out that he too 

succumbs to the ‘lure of multiple lines of enquiry’. Gell in fact employs various lines of 
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investigation in his study, including function, interpretation and meaning, as well as 

following a structuralist logic looking for ordering principles in Marquesan art (Gell, 

1998: 155-220). 

 

‘The great stumbling block in interpretation has been to concentrate on the designs 

themselves rather than the relations between the designs. This latter emphasis is, of 

course, the hallmark of any structuralist approach’ (Tilley, 1990: 71). As Tilley asserts, 

there is a perceptual move acquired by structuralism, from objects whose meaning is 

self-contained, towards meanings attained through associations with different units of 

signification. Correspondingly, in rock art the pursuit for meaning has moved on from 

the analysis of individual images to the relationship of images and their locations. 

Structural models provide a hypothesis as well as particular methodical techniques for 

examination. Tilley demonstrates this potential in his studies of the rock art of 

Nämforsen (1991) and Högsbyn (1999). In the former, Tilley examined the same corpus 

of art from three alternative perspectives: structuralist, hermeneutic and structural 

Marxist, being daring enough to survey his own outcomes. Tilley’s studies show that 

structuralism, especially in the investigation of prehistoric rock art, which lacks cultural 

context, is a pertinent methodology. Its advantage is in being for the most part a formal 

technique that concentrates on the structure of relations as opposed to methodologies 

that rely on contextual information.  

 

There are, however, limitations to structuralism, which has received substantial 

criticism due to its focus on form and grammar. Some argue it has decontextualised the 

material of its cultural value in its explanation of structures by way of abstract universal 

principles (Eagleton, 1983; In: Conkey, 2001: 276). According to Hodder and Hutson 
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(2003: 52) a study into the meaning content of artefacts is pertinent to interpretations of 

structures of signification and how they relate to a specific cultural context. They state 

that the potential for an insight into the content and context of art is possible through an 

associational analysis of different sets of data, for instance, relating imagery to other 

types of visual imagery of the same period. A further limitation to a structural approach 

is the disregard of human agency and intent. The emphasis is instead placed on a system 

of rules and ‘structures and/or universals of the human mind’ (Hodder & Hutson, 2003: 

61). There is no room for the active individual agent who can and may change 

structures. 

 

A final criticism is structuralism’s ahistoricity. This is attributed by some, first, to its 

search for universal binary structures, and second, to the idea of synchronicity derived 

from the importance Saussure placed on the study of ‘language as a system of signs at a 

given point in time’ (Conkey, 2001: 276). For Hodder and Hutson (2003) 

structuralism’s ahistoricity derives, firstly, from Saussure’s definition of sign as 

arbitrary, which does not take into account signs acquiring non-arbitrary meanings 

through historic processes. Second, they critique studies that abstract signs from their 

contexts (geographic and historic) both of which are then analysed separately to identify 

and derive potential structures. The last also involves an issue with agency – the 

inability of structuralism to account for structural changes. 

 

Structuralism, like any theory or methodology has its advantages and disadvantages,; 

herein lies the issue of a one-dimensional approach. Art is multidimensional and 

complex and requires a multiplicity of thinking. Perkins and Morphy (2006: 325) sum 

up perfectly the approach advocated here: 
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‘The study of meaning requires an analysis of how something means as much as 

what something means – it requires the analysis of systems of representation and 

of encoding, the study of affect, of purposive aspects of the objects, what it does 

and what it is thought to be. In the study of art analysis of meaning involves the 

interrogation of form in context. Much unproductive discussion has come from 

the failure to recognize that different art objects, and different styles of objects 

that are produced, used, interpreted, and experienced in different social and 

cultural contexts, function in fundamentally different ways’. 

 

While there may be problems with Gell’s theory, in the spirit of the discussion above, 

there are elements of his thinking that can be applied to studies of rock art, even where 

his theory does not deal with rock art as such. Rock art sites are agentive by virtue of 

their ability to influence how a visitor experiences the place and the art kinaesthetically. 

Gell’s discussions do not consider physical interactions; rather they are set within the 

sphere of mental action and interaction only. Despite this, his anthropology of art can 

provide a fruitful context to further explore the rock art of central-western Thailand. We 

can consider rock art sites as objects, intentionally composed in such a way as to elicit a 

set of relationships between the artist, the art and the viewer. A person travels to a rock 

art site in order to engage with it beyond the level of passive observation. The content of 

the art, its composition, the physical sites and its surroundings extend the agency of the 

artist; they work together to elicit a reaction and affect the visitor kinaesthetically. 

Finally, Gell’s theory leaves little room for metaphor, a crucial element in any attempt 

to connect experiences of place and of art with past cultural significances of those 

experiences. The theoretical framework for metaphor is discussed next. 
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3.1.6. Metaphor 

 

There is a common theme running through the theories discussed thus far; that is a 

prioritisation of process over form. Knowledge of the world is experiential, as such, it 

would be inappropriate to address the meaning of things solely within a system of 

semantics, whereby internal ‘signifiers’ are linked to external ‘signifieds’, thus reducing 

meaning to a system of symbols is ineffective. Instead, a dialectical system of meaning 

is needed, one that is capable of articulating processual relationships rather than simply 

formal ones. 

 

Knowledge of the world is understood through what we perceive and for what we 

cannot we associate with the perceptible. Metaphor is therefore equative. It involves the 

analogical metaphora of a term or meaning from one system to another (Tilley, 1999: 

5), for example, it was music to one’s ears, a bee in your bonnet, or it’s raining cats and 

dogs. Similarly, we understand experience metaphorically when we use experiential 

experiences from one domain to understand another (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980: 230). 

Consider, for example, the following metaphors: Your father is sweet; His apology 

touched me; Their reasoning rings true; The situation stinks; I see what you mean; Her 

outfit is tasteful; each draws from common sensorial experiences that are used to 

structure our understanding of abstract ideas. They are comprehensible because we can 

relate to the analogies on a conceptual level. The examples represent basic perceptual 

and sensorimotor experiences that form the basis of all metaphors by which the non-

perceptual experiences of the world come to be understood. This experiential basis of 

metaphor is essential to this thesis. 
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Lakoff and Johnson (2003: 257) write ‘since our brains are embodied, our metaphors 

will reflect our commonplace experiences in the world. Inevitably, many primary 

metaphors are universal because everybody has basically the same kinds of bodies and 

brains and lives in basically the same kinds of environments, so far as the features 

relevant to metaphor are concerned’. They acknowledge, however, that metaphors can 

be culturally specific and give an example of this where the Hausas of northern Nigeria 

project a metaphoric front/back orientation that is opposite to what we are accustomed 

to, that is when facing an object you are looking at the ‘front’ of the object and it’s 

‘back’ faces away from you. For the Hausas it is the reverse, when facing an object you 

are facing its ‘back’ and its ‘front’ faces away from you (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980: 161). 

Thus, while metaphors are not arbitrary, they can be culturally specific and not 

necessarily cross-cultural. Metaphors can link together individuals and groups who 

share distinct metaphorical understandings that may be difficult to decode or understand 

for ‘outsiders’ who do not share the same frame of reference (specific knowledge, 

beliefs and attitudes) (Tilley, 1999: 9). Thus learning metaphor is essential in the 

acquisition of cultural knowledge. It is also important, however, not to use one’s own 

metaphors to interpret rock art, but rather to discover those used by the artists. 

 

To make use of this theoretical discussion of metaphor it needs to apply to rock art. The 

things and experiences we uncover when visiting a rock art site can be understood as 

possible metaphors and also the experiential correspondence of a metaphorically-

structured belief system. Rock art sites form part of a shared belief system, in order to 

understand such a system it is imperative to grasp the symbolic and performative 

expressions of its metaphors that is only achieved from our experiences of being-in-the-

land. Thus, spending time in the study area acquaints one with the experiences unique to 
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the land. These experiences help to understand how metaphors were sourced, which can 

lead to understanding the metaphorical significances of the rock art. The next half of 

this chapter will now go on to discuss the methods used in my analysis of central-

western Thai rock art. 

 

3.2. Field Methods 

 

A total of six months was spent in the field. Breaks between long periods of stay in the 

region of central-western Thailand were intermittently made throughout the six months 

to travel back to Bangkok to meet with Thai archaeologists and researchers, to collect 

information to aid my field research from the archives and libraries of the Fine Arts 

Department of Thailand, Silpakorn University and Thammasat University, or to visit 

other archaeological sites within Thailand. My contact with locals was frequent. I either 

stayed at a local temple, a hostel or with families in each village where my research 

sites were located. I stayed near my sites, but never camped at the sites themselves 

following safety warnings from local officials and park rangers. Most villages were 

located at the base of the mountain in which my research sites were found.  

 

To the people of central-western Thailand I am extremely grateful. I was able to observe 

and join in on their everyday activities and gain an understanding of local associations 

and attachments to my research sites and the landscape in general. When staying at 

hostels I came across many tourists, both domestic and international, and got the chance 

to understand their reasons for venturing to central-western Thailand and particularly 

the specific regions in which my research sites were located. The following describes 
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how my sites were located, the fieldwork techniques used and issues that I encountered 

during my fieldwork.  

 

3.2.1. Locating Rock Art Sites 

 

There are seven known rock art sites within the central-western region of Thailand. Six 

sites are located in Kanchanaburi Province and one is located in Uthai Thani Province, 

north of Kanchanaburi. All seven sites were visited and documented. Upon embarking 

on fieldwork I already held the co-ordinates locating rock art sites, Tham Roop, Tham 

Ta Duang, Khao Plara and Pha Daeng. These were obtained from archival reports and 

publications (Srisuchat, 1989, 1990), written in Thai, by the FAD, and an article 

published by Glover (1990b). Obtaining the locational data for the remaining three sites, 

Khao Wang Kula, Khao Nong Phuk and Tham Nok Nang Aen, all relatively recent 

discoveries, required the establishment and building of a relationship between myself 

and the archaeologists of the FAD that hails back to when this research study first began 

at masters level (Scott, 2011). Initially, the FAD would accompany me to some sites 

and provided me with what were at the time unpublished reports on the three sites; these 

reports are now publically available through their online database.  

 

With a number of sources available to me I would often end up with more than one set 

of co-ordinates for a research site that did not correspond to one another. Inputting these 

co-ordinates onto a map, I was given more than one location for a site – essentially, 

points to various locations for a single site were drawn up. I was thus left in the 

predicament that any one of the points could be the site or that these points created a 

search parameter in which the site could be located. Some co-ordinates, however, would 
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be miles apart, giving a search area of four miles on difficult mountainous terrain. Thus, 

these co-ordinates were a starting point to get me closer to the sites referential village, 

district, sub-district or mountain. From there I would visit the district or national park 

office who would in turn put me in touch with village heads or park rangers who could 

help me in my search and even guide me to the sites. 

 

I attended introductory meetings with the head of each of my research villages to get 

‘permission’ and to explain my reasons for visiting and what my research plans were. I 

was always welcomed and encouraged to stay in their homes. The village heads shared 

with me their own experiences with the rock art and as they are so integrated in the local 

community they were able to put me in touch with local hunter-gatherers who knew 

how to locate my research sites, as well as introduce me to the heads of villages I would 

venture to next. Official permission was given for certain sites; these were primarily at 

locations that were situated in National Parks (Tham Nok Nang Aen) or military bases 

(Khao Nong Phuk). The FAD were particularly helpful in arranging a military officer to 

guide us to Khao Nong Phuk, as it lies on the outskirts of the Agriculture and 

Cooperative Division, Regional Development Office of the Armed Force Development 

Command of Kanchanaburi Province. For its protection, the FAD and military office 

have requested I do not disclose the exact location of this site.  

 

Access to some sites was more difficult than others, which affected the frequency in 

which I could revisit them at different times of the day and in different seasons. These 

were primarily at sites in more remote locations (particularly Tham Roop) that required 

the guidance and safety provided by local guides, military officers, park rangers and 

archaeologists from the FAD. 
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Having knowledge, through publications, that so far only four rock art sites existed 

within the central-western region of Thailand I was keen to find further sites that may 

not have been disclosed to the FAD, but are locally known and found on private land. 

During my research I encountered some hostility and mistrust from locals towards the 

FAD and so I had to establish with each respective community my reasons for visiting 

the region, my intentions and my independent interest separate from them. Almost the 

whole community was welcoming and took part in interviews, but of course I was met 

with suspicion from some and a few politely refused interviews. This reaction was 

expected. I entered my research area conscious that such suspicion existed as the 

central-western region of Thailand has for a long time been a rich area for looting 

treasures of ancient antiquity and for mining sapphires and black spinel – two sort after 

gemstones the region is most famous for. The region also has an ecosystem that 

supports a diverse array of flora and fauna, of which rare and valuable species are 

poached and illegally trafficked. 

 

Touching upon the subject of archaeological finds that were either witnessed in situ or 

retrieved, was at first responded to with caution. This seemed only to be the case when 

discussing objects of cultural significance that the locals deemed profitable or spiritual, 

such as glass beads and bronze bracelets. They seemed less guarded when disclosing 

information on rock art and other archaeological sites, such as log coffin burials or 

caves with pottery, all of which had been heavily looted in the past. Establishing that I 

was not a member of the FAD was crucial in getting locals to open up. A level of trust 

needed to be earned in order for local villagers surrounding the vicinity of potential sites 

to either show me finds they collected or release information regarding sites they had 

come across. I found the vast majority of villagers willing to participate in interviews 
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and after talking for a few hours, they would voluntarily bring out their finds. These 

items were almost always stone tools, pots or geodes at first, but as time went on, my 

presence more known and familiar, I was shown more valuable objects, such as glass 

beads and bronze bracelets. 

 

I conducted a total of 68 interviews with local villagers. These varied in length, some 

interviews lasted half a day. For example, whilst climbing Khao Kiew Mountain to visit 

Pha Daeng rock art site I met a villager from Pon Wai Village foraging for bamboo 

shoots. I joined her foraging party that consisted of herself and her neighbour. I was 

then invited back to her home where the interview continued through to dinner. At other 

times, a five minute contribution from a passing hunter would be recorded while I was 

conducting another interview or an impromptu meeting in the forest with a hunter-

gatherer or park ranger would be too short to start a recording. 

 

Leads to potentially new rock art sites were given, based on a villager’s vague 

recollection of seeing ‘some sort of art’ in a rock shelter or cave. These were always 

followed up and verified. For example, an informant from Ta Sao Sub-District, Sai-Yok 

District, Kanchanaburi Province offered a possible lead to cave art on a mountain 

neighbouring Khao Nong Phuk rock art site. A local hunter-gatherer who in passing 

joined our conversation then discredited it. Having explored the cave myself I was able 

to confirm that it did not display any signs of rock art. Enquiries made outside my 

research villages in areas closer to the main city centre of Kanchanaburi proved even 

less fruitful. The majority of my informants could not divulge any further information 

on rock art sites, although popular caves to pray, meditate and make wishes in were 

generously suggested. Unfortunately my enquiries into finding new sites were 
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unsuccessful. Through my interviews what became apparent was that the rock art sites 

frequently mentioned were those already known to me. What I did gain from my 

interviews however, was an understanding of local associations and the relationships 

they had to the rock art and to the land. This is discussed further in chapter six on local 

perceptions of the rock art. 

 

An online search of rock art in central-western Thailand reveals websites and blogs by a 

few rock art enthusiasts, but the most encouraging came from caving club, Shepton 

Mallet Caving Club (SMCC) in Mendips, Somerset, United Kingdom. SMCC have 

recently been involved in the exploration of limestone caves across Thailand. Their 

extensive database includes cave plans, locational data, references and descriptions on 

caves grouped by each province across Thailand, covering provinces Kanchanaburi and 

Uthai Thani of central-western Thailand. Detailed accounts of rock art are not made – 

the database is principally concerned with the exploration and documentation of caves –

rather under the subtitle ‘cave description’, a brief acknowledgment of any rock art that 

exists is recorded. Searching SMCC’s database on central-western Thailand, entries for 

four caves (Tham Boran, Tham Sawan, Bivouac Cave and Tham Nam Tok), mentioned 

the presence of rock art. Excited by the prospect of investigating new rock art sites to 

add to my initial list, the database unfortunately did not provide accurate co-ordinates 

and the original publications from which they were taken are now out of print or not 

available in the UK. Some directions or indications of what District or National Park the 

sites were located in were, however, provided. These leads were followed up with 

SMCC, district and national park offices and local villagers in the area. What 

materialised from my investigations into the four sites was that these were names not 

recognised by locals, district, or national park officers, rendering their location 
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undetectable due to conflicting information. The name for sites can change over time, 

change as people move on and areas are resettled in. This is the case in academic texts, 

for example, Khao Plara was known locally as both Khao Plara and Tham Patun; Pha 

Daeng (Red Cliff) is referenced as Khao Daeng (Red Mountain) (Shoocongdej, 2002). I 

was corrected after interviewing informants in the village of Pon Wai who refer to it as 

Pha Daeng.  

 

Actively searching the mountains for rock art myself was extremely difficult. My study 

area was too large and too dangerous to search for sites without any leads as to where 

rock art may potentially exist. Although through my phenomenological investigations 

of each site it became clear that rock art sites were identifiable in the landscape from a 

distance, the pathway to them was hidden. Thus the search for new rock art sites with 

no hints or leads is akin to looking for a needle in a haystack.  

 

The table in figure 3.1 is a list of the rock art sites explored in this thesis, and their 

location in the central-western region of Thailand. Five sites are located in 

Kanchanaburi province and one in Uthai Thani Province, north of Kanchanaburi. The 

seventh site, Tham Nok Nang Aen has been eliminated from the study. After exploring 

the site and applying the same theoretical approach as I did with the others, its stylistic 

content and landscape context is so dissimilar from the six sites found in central-

western Thailand it can be deduced that Tham Nok Nang Aen may have been painted 

either after the other sites or at least was not part of the same social or cultural 

repertoire. The results of my exploration – as a record of the site and my visit – are 

presented in Appendix A. 
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Site Name Location 
Tham Ta Duang Village 6, Tha Thung Na Village, Chong Sadao Sub-District, 

Mueang District, Kanchanaburi Province. 
Khao Daeng Village 5, Pon Wai Village, Dan Mae Chalaeb Sub-District, 

Si Sawat District, Kanchanaburi Province. 
Tham Roop Village 8, Ton Ma Muang Village, Wang Krajae Sub-

District, Sai-Yok District, Kanchanaburi Province. 
Khao Wang Gula Village 6, Tha Thung Na Village, Chong Sadao Sub-District, 

Mueang District, Kanchanaburi Province. 
Khao Nong Phuk Village 11, Phu Laad Village, Ta Sao Sub-District, Sai-Yok 

District, Kanchanaburi Province. 
Khao Plara Village 3, Chai Khao Village, Pa-O Sub-District, Lan Sak 

District, Uthai Thani Province. 
Tham Nok Nang Aen Lam Khlong Ngu National Park, Thong Pha Phum Sub-

District, Thong Pha Phum District, Kanchanaburi Province. 
 

Figure 3.1. List of rock art sites in central-western Thailand. 

 

3.2.2. Recording Techniques 

 

Before visiting a site, if I required third party support, approximately one to two weeks 

of planning would be needed prior to the visit to arrange for district officers, park 

rangers or FAD archaeologists to accompany me. My field kit consisted of the 

following: 

 

• Site recording forms (Appendix B) 
• Tape measure (Manual and Digital) 
• Digital camera 
• Compass 
• Digital voice recorder  
• External charger 
• GPS device [Garmin etrex Legend HCx] 
• Map (Thailand, 1:50,000, series L7018, 1999) 
• 10 cm Scale 
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The journey to rock art sites would begin by weaving through the grassy alluvial plains 

of central-western Thailand on good cement road. The driving terrain for some sites, 

however, required an off road car to tackle the dirt roads that lead to more remote 

villages and locations. I would drive as close as possible to the site, which would 

usually get me to the piedmont zones of all the mountain sites. At ground level I paid 

particular attention and recorded the surrounding landscape and views to the site’s 

location. Hiking across agriculturally occupied piedmont zones, the earth’s gradient 

gradually becomes steeper as you enter into thick forest and limestone rock comes into 

view, which is then carefully climbed at a sharp incline. During these encounters I was 

mindful of my bodily movements and senses as I journeyed to the sites, taking notes 

and photographs along the way. 

 

Trying to find some sites – where their location was not sign posted or no obvious 

pathway cut through the forested mountain – proved impossible without a guide with 

knowledge of the sites location. Thus, always on my first and often second visit to each 

rock art site I would rely on a guide to show me the way. These pathways were stuck to 

on subsequent visits, becoming increasingly familiar each time they were taken, unless 

intentionally veered off to explore alternative routes to the sites. Such explorations 

helped to determine if the way I approached the site was the only route, or if a different 

path may arrive at the site. Attempting to find different routes were always conducted 

after I had been guided to the site and often led to hours more hiking. The accessibility 

of each site and my bodily and sensorial relationship with the landscape was recorded 

for each route taken. 
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When a site was finally reached and the rock art visible, I would spend time 

familiarising myself with the site and the rock art. The immediate vicinity of the rock 

art was explored to establish the parameters of the site, to find any further signs of rock 

art, surface finds or other landscape phenomena. The paintings were viewed from 

different angles, as much as the site would allow me to, for example, where there were 

boulders or a ledge I would climb it to view the rock art from that perspective. Whilst at 

the site, particular attention was paid to my bodily relationship to the art, the site at a 

local scale, and the wider landscape. Visits to my research sites were made during 

different seasons; again my bodily relationship with the seasonal landscape was 

recorded each time a journey and site was experienced. 

 

Having recorded the physical and phenomenological attributes of the site, I then 

attempted to document the content of the rock art: identifying areas featuring motifs and 

recording their number. This proved to be challenging for certain panel areas and 

particular motifs as it was difficult to visually distinguish some motifs due to heavy 

deterioration or superimposition. In these instances I fully documented the rock art at 

each site photographically and later digitally enhanced the images to overcome this set 

back.  

  

3.2.3. Maps 

 

The GPS location of each site was taken and its elevation (above sea level) and 

dimensions recorded. The GPS readings for each site were later imported into Google 

Earth and marked on the 1999 maps of Thailand, series L7018, prepared by the National 

Imagery and Mapping Agency, published and made available at 1:50,000 scale by the 
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Royal Thai Survey Department. The coordinates of each site were also plotted on the 

1954 Indochina and Thailand, Series L509, and Burma, Series U542, maps from the 

U.S. Army Map Service (at 1:250,000 scale), in order, primarily, to get an idea of the 

topographical characteristics of the landscape surrounding my research sites prior to the 

building of three dams. These constructions altered the natural course of the regions two 

major river systems, Khwae Yai and Khwae Noi, with its tributaries and rapids either 

cut off, calmed or diverted, and potentially interrupting the relationship the regions 

water system may have had to the rock art sites of central-western Thailand. A 

comparison of the 1954 and 1999 maps will now be discussed and major changes 

highlighted. 

 

Maps: 1954 versus 1999 

 

The landscape of central-western Thailand has to a certain degree been altered by 

human interference, this is particularly evident in the case of its water network system 

and is clearly witnessed in a direct comparison of military maps from 1954 and 1999. 

The major differences are found in the addition and deletion of river and stream 

denominations and the courses in which they flow. 

 

Prior to the 1960s the river Khwae Noi in Kanchanaburi Province was a tributary of the 

Mae Klong River and the River Khwae Yai was non-existent. The Khwae Yai River 

came into being following the publication of Pierre Boulle’s novel, The Bridge over the 

River Kwai in 1952, followed by the popular motion picture in 1957. A flock of tourists 

visited Kanchanaburi in search of the famous bridge, however, the bridge was not built 

over the ‘River Kwai’, but rather the Mae Klong River located in Tha Makham Sub-
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District, Mueang District, Kanchanaburi Province. Thus, Bouelle’s book should 

factually be titled, The Bridge over the River Mae Klong; however, surprisingly, the 

rivers designation was officially adapted to correspond to the book – a strategic move 

for tourism given the high number of visitors it attracts each year. Thus, the length of 

the Mae Klong River was shortened and the stretch of the river north of the town 

municipal, Kanchanaburi, was renamed the Khwae Yai River in the 1960s. 

 

Following the construction of Srinakarin Dam in 1980 and Tha Thung Na Dam in 1981, 

both of which today lie across the Khwae Yai River; and Vajralongkorn Dam (formerly 

named Khao Laem Dam), completed in 1984 over the Khwae Noi River the natural 

course of the major river system, Mae Nam Klong and its branching tributaries have 

altered. The proposal for a fourth dam, Nam Choan Dam, 135 kilometres upstream from 

Srinakarin Dam elicited strong opposition locally and internationally. Of particular 

concern was its impact on Huai Kha Khaeng and Thung Yai Naresuan wildlife 

sanctuaries, loss of archaeology on the valley floor, the forced resettlement of over 2000 

Karen villagers and its disruption to fishing communities downstream. In addition, the 

reservoir would lie close to two active fault lines (Three Pagoda fault, 250 kilometres 

long, passing under Khwae Noi River and Si Sawat fault, 500 kilometres in length, 

passing under Mae Klong and Khwae Yai River) potentially leading to seismic activity 

(Rigg, 1991). The project was officially scrapped in 1988. These major infrastructure 

changes within the landscape and their relationships to rock art sites are best examined 

through a direct comparison between 2D representations of the central-western Thai 

landscape on maps from 1954 (fig. 3.2 to 3.10). 
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Pha Daeng 

 

Si Sawat District has experienced the greatest landscape change following the 

construction of the Srinakarin Dam. Figure 3.2 is a section of the 1954 map showing the 

location of Pha Daeng rock art site on Khao Daeng Mountain (Red Mountain). To the 

left of the map the Mae Klong River weaves from north to south with a number of 

villages (Ban in Thai) lining either side of the river’s edge. It is unlikely the river would 

have been visible from Pha Daeng rock art site as the Mae Klong was too small and 

visibly obstructed by mountains and hills that separate the two. A great number of 

streams (Huai in Thai) run off of it, splitting further into interconnecting streams and 

creeks that runs along the base of Khao Daeng Mountain, with an unnamed stream 

reaching into it. 

 

Today, the Srinakarin Dam barricades the upper section of the Mae Klong River 

creating a large reservoir that has flooded into lowland areas. The Mae Klong River that 

was once approximately ten kilometres from Khao Daeng Mountain is now a reservoir 

of the Srinakarin Dam which is approximately two kilometres closer and now made 

visible from Pha Daeng rock art site (fig. 3.3). There are considerably fewer streams 

with only Huai Nam Ron running around the western side of Khao Daeng Mountain. 

Route 3199 is a major roadway that cuts straight through the Kanchanburi Province, 

following the Khwae Yai River, today it directly passes at the base of the southern side 

of Khao Daeng Mountain. Two off-road tracks climb up into the mountain, one of 

which was deliberately carved out to easily access Pha Daeng rock art site. 
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Figure 3.2. Location of Pha Daeng Rock Art Site, Kanchanaburi Province, 1954 Indochina and 
Thailand Series L509, ND 47-7, scale 1:250,000. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3.3. Location of Pha Daeng Rock Art Site, Kanchanaburi Province, 1999 Thailand Series 
L509, 4838 III, scale 1:500,000. 



 96 

All villages that existed along the original route of the Mae Klong River were within the 

flood zone and thus relocated further upland. These communities moved to higher 

ground, deeper into forested areas and closer to the mountains. Pong Wai is the closest 

village to Pha Daeng rock art site. Prior to their move, the area was a forest reserve, 

occupied by the Karen. Ban Ko Buk, a village located to the lower left of the Mae 

Klong River on the 1954 map (fig. 3.2), is now relocated beyond the section of the 1999 

map presented in figure 3.3, 12 kilometres south of Khao Daeng Mountain, to the right 

of the Srinakarin reservoir. 

 

Prior investigations and excavations into the area in the 1960s were carried out by the 

Thai-Danish Expedition. However, an archaeological survey in 1971 was specifically 

carried out by the Asian Institute of Technology before construction began on the 

Srinakarin Dam. What was concluded from the survey was that the area occupied 

habitation sites from the Palaeolithic through to the Neolithic. A number of surface 

finds (mainly stone tools) were collected, and among the finds a Dong Son Drum 

(Kanchanagama et al, 1987: 23). The lack of archaeological reports on excavations 

carried out in the flooded area suggests that the survey was deemed sufficient enough 

for the dam’s construction to go ahead. 

 

Tham Ta Duang and Khao Wang Kula 

 

Tham Ta Duang and Khao Wang Kula are located on opposite sides of Wang Kula 

Mountain. In figure 3.4, the 1954 map of the area presents the Mae Klong River 

southwest of Wang Kula Mountain and surrounded by three streams (Huai Salak Phra, 

Huai Sadona and Huai Madua) running around the base of the mountain. These streams 
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further branch into tributaries running around and beside the mountain, with one 

running close to Khao Wang Kula rock art site. The Mae Klong River would likely not 

have been visible from Tham Ta Duang, although this section of the river at the time 

was larger, Mountains Khao Phu and Khao Wang Masang have elevations above 500 

metres, effectively blocking a view of the river. Khao Wang Kula rock art site is located 

on the opposite side of Wang Kula Mountain, facing east, and so completely obstructed 

from any view of it. 

 

The course of the Mae Klong River, now the Khwae Yai River, has been artificially 

redirected as a result of the Srinakarin Dam. Its course now runs in a completely 

different direction on the western side of Wang Kula Mountain (fig. 3.5) and is now 

visible from Khao Wang Kula rock art site. As the reservoir to a second dam, Tha 

Thung Na Dam lies less then half a kilometre from Wang Kula Mountain, the reservoir 

has flooded the lowland area making it visible from Tham Ta Duang. Huai Lam I Lok 

runs at the base of the northern side of Wang Kula Mountain and Huai Kan Krag at its 

base on the southern side. 

 

Khao Nong Phuk 

 

Khao Nong Phuk, written as Khao Nong Buk on the 1954 map, is a long mountain 

range with Khao Nong Phuk rock art site located on its western side (fig. 3.6). The 

Khwae Noi River runs along the mountains western side with one tributary coming off 

and branching into two separate streams, one running at the base of the western side of 

the mountain and the other on its northern side (Huai Kae Lae). Again, it is unlikely that 

Khwae Noi River would have been visible from Khao Nong Phuk rock art site as the  
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Figure 3.4. (left) Location of Tham Ta Duang and (right) Khao Wang Kula, Kanchanaburi 

Province, 1954 Indochina and Thailand Series L509, ND 47-7, scale 1:250,000. 
 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Figure 3.5. (left) Location of Tham Ta Duang and (right) Khao Wang Kula, Kanchanaburi 

Province, 1999 Thailand Series L509, 4837 IV, scale 1:500,000. 
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steep mountainous stretch of Khao Phra Mountain would block one’s view towards it. 

No villages are marked on the map, the closest is Ban Thung Na Rai Chang 

approximately 12 kilometres north of Khao Nong Pook Mountain. 

 

The 1999 map of the same area is topographically the same today with only a few 

variations (fig. 3.7). The Khwae Noi River still exists in its original location and is still 

invisible from Khao Nong Phuk rock art site, however, its width has swelled due to the 

Vajralongkorn Dam further north of the river. A number of villages have settled close to 

the mountain: Ban Phaibun Phatthana, Ban Phu Rat and Ban Nong Ta Muang – the 

former is the closest to Khao Nong Phuk rock art site today. 

 

Tham Roop 

 

Tham Roop rock art site is located on Khao Khiao Mountain, also written as Khao 

Khieo on the 1954 map (fig. 3.8). Figure 3.8 shows the mountains location in relation to 

the Khwae Noi River, approximately five kilometres northeast. As the rock art site faces 

west the river cannot be viewed from the site. Again there is a network of tributaries 

running through and close to the mountain and rock art site. We see few established 

villages in the area, Ban Wang Yai being the closest to Khao Khiao Mountain. 

 

There is a glimpse of the Khwae Noi River in the top right hand corner of figure 3.9.  

The 1999 map depicts the river swollen, measuring approximately three kilometres 

northeast, making it closer to Khao Kiew Mountain than is represented in the 1954 map. 

Tributaries still run through the mountain. However, there are fewer with none retaining  
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Figure 3.6. Location of Khao Nong Phuk, Kanchanaburi Province, 1954 Indochina and Thailand 

Series L509, ND 47-6, scale 1:250,000. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3.7. Location of Khao Nong Phuk, Kanchanaburi Province, 1999 Thailand Series L509, 

ND 4737 I, scale 1:500,000. 
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Figure 3.8. Location of Tham Roop, Kanchanaburi Province, 1954 Burma Series U542, ND 47-

6 and Indochina and Thailand Series L509, ND 47-7, scale 1:250,000. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.9. Location of Tham Roop, Kanchanaburi Province, 1999 Thailand Series L509, 4837 
III, scale 1:500,000. 
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their 1954 designations. Three villages surround Khao Kiew Mountain today: Ban Phu 

Klang, Ban Nang Suea and Ban Khao Khiao Phatthana. 

 

Khao Plara 

 

Finally, figure 3.10 depicts the 2D landscape of Khao Plara rock art site, located on 

Khao Plara Mountain, an isolated mountain surrounded by woodland plains in 1954. 

Tributaries of Huai Nam Wing run along the western base of the mountain and Huai 

Thap Salao to its north with villages lining either side of their respective streams. It is 

unlikely Huai Nam Wing would be visible from Khao Plara rock art site as dense 

woodland cover would conceal the streams’ course. 

 

The 1999 map of the area sees the addition of villages more inland to the west and east 

of the mountain (fig. 3.11). The course of Huai Thap Salao remains similar to the 1954 

map, despite the building of Thap Salao Dam in 1988 approximately 25 kilometres 

northwest of the river. Huai Nam Wing and its tributaries no longer run west of the 

mountain, rather it has deviated some distance and is renamed Huai Sok. The immediate 

land surrounding the mountain is occupied by orchards; moving further afield the land 

is worked as rice fields. 

 

By comparing military maps from 1954 to those of 1999, it has enabled me to compare 

the 2D landscape of my research sites. I have been able to identify major landscape 

changes, which have primarily been made to the regions water systems. Although my 

research sites predate the oldest maps by thousands of years, the 1954 map presents a 

flat view of the landscape that has been little altered, bar the railway track that cuts its 



 103 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.10. Location of Khao Plara, Kanchanaburi Province, 1954 Indochina and Thailand 
Series L509, ND 47-3, scale 1:250,000. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.11. Location of Khao Plara, Kanchanaburi Province, 1999 Thailand Series L509, 4939 
IV, scale 1:500,000. 
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way through forestland. Maps predating 1954 lack equivalent depth. To view maps any 

older would be unhelpful, as they present a flat and empty topography, with only the 

location of Kanchanaburi, then spelt Kanburi marked, and at best the Mae Khlong River 

is represented by a single line.  

 

What becomes apparent from a direct comparison between earlier and later maps is that 

prior to major dam construction a complex network of rivers and tributaries existed in 

the central-western region of Thailand. These tributaries branched deep into forested 

areas and ran their course around and through mountains. Three rock art sites (Pha 

Daeng, Khao Wang Kula and Tham Roop) had streams running in close proximity to 

them. All six mountains containing rock art had a tributary from a major river run 

around the base and along the side of their respective mountains. Rivers and their 

tributaries were unlikely visible from rock art sites, as rivers were two small or 

obstructed by mountains, and the forest canopy. It is worth considering whether these 

tributaries were used for easier access to the sites, at least to the base of the mountain 

ahead of an upward climb to the rock art sites, or whether access to water was vital to 

whatever ritual activity may have taken place at the sites. Additionally, it is worth 

considering whether water held a particular significance and thus the sites proximity to 

water was a reason for their selection as spaces for rock art. Depending on the season, 

rivers and tributaries in the region would swell during the rainy season. Travelling on 

the water during this period could make the journey easier and at times difficult, when 

for instance one comes into contact with rapids. During the dry season they would 

retract, making it difficult or impossible to travel on, perhaps seasonally restricting 

when rock art sites could be visited, as well as provide a limited supply and variety of 

fish and other edible crustaceans.  
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One should bear in mind that maps are abstract constructions of the landscape giving a 

flat, 2D view of the land from above. Google Earth has the ability to turn 2D maps into 

3D satellite images and the option to explore the landscape at street and ground level. 

Whether a map is 2D or 3D, they provide an artificial view of the landscape that is 

disembodied and can by no means be explored experientially. With this in mind, maps 

were used with caution. Their primary use was to show large-scale relationships with 

the wider landscape and interrelations between rock art sites and other related 

archaeological sites. 

  

3.2.4. Photography  

 

Sites were recorded photographically from various perspectives; their surroundings and 

the views from the site were always captured. The rock art was also recorded 

photographically from different perspectives rather than traced, as some of the rock art 

was drawn on walls ten metres from the surface floor making it impossible to reach 

without specialised climbing skills and equipment.  

 

The degree of deterioration of the rock art varied across each site. Since my first visit to 

the rock art sites of central-western Thailand I was faced with the difficulty of engaging 

with paintings that were heavily deteriorated. This of course affects a fully lived-in 

experience of the rock art; however, I engaged with what remained in the best way I 

could. It also made recording the rock art content difficult as natural deterioration of the 

rock art left certain images ‘invisible’ to the naked eye. In order to reveal these now 

hidden images I would systematically photograph in high resolution (300 dpi) the whole 

rock art panel, each photo covering approximately 1 x 1 m2 with at least fifty per cent 
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overlap to ensure all motifs were captured. Close up shots were also taken of individual 

areas. The photos would later be joined together and processed through DStretch. 

DStretch is a plug-in for ImageJ, a software tool designed specifically to enhance digital 

images of faint or superimposed pictographs. Figure 3.12 shows a photograph of a 

particularly faint group of motifs, beside the same image digitally enhanced by 

DStretch. 

 

Digitally enhancing images of rock art is generally viewed amongst the rock art 

community as a way of reducing subjectivity as images are better defined, making 

documentation and motif identification more accurate, avoiding misinterpretation or 

overinterpretation at the recording stage. With its pre-recorded settings (known as 

matrix’s), DStretch can be systematically applied to any image ensuring reproducibility 

and objectivity (Clogg & Díaz-Andreu, 2000: 842; Brady et al, 2012: 630, 632). Images 

included in this thesis that have been digitally enhanced by DStretch are made known 

and the matrix used stated. Its recording technique is certainly less detrimental to the 

rock art, eliminating the dangers of deterioration that comes with the direct contact 

necessary when tracing or making rubbings of the art. Such a process has highlighted 

the subjective nature of tracings made of central-western Thai rock art by revealing new 

or entirely different motifs from ones previously traced. Figure 3.13 compares a section 

of a tracing from Tham Ta Duang of a procession line of anthropomorphs holding an 

object, to a digitally enhanced photo of the same section revealing additional 

headdresses and elongated loincloths included in the second and third anthropomorph 

from the left of the tracing. DStretch has helped to revive faint motifs invisible to the 

naked eye and to separate superimposed motifs in order to create a comprehensive 

database on the rock art of central-western Thailand (see chapter five, fig. 5.1). The top  
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Figure. 3.12. (top) Group of severely deteriorated motifs, Khao Plara, Uthai Thani Province; 
(bottom) Digitally enhancing the top image reveals two anthropomorphs each holding a bovine 

on a leash (Dstretch with YXX matrix). 
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Figure. 3.13 (left) Tracing of anthropomorphs in procession, Tham Ta Duang, Kanchanaburi 
Province (Srisuchat, 1999: 77); (right) Digitally enhanced image of the rock surface presented 

in tracing on left (Dstretch with CBS) 
 

image in figure 3.14 is an unfiltered group of superimposed motifs at Tham Roop. The 

images beneath it have been digitally enhanced defining the later layer (right image) 

from the earlier layer (left image), using the pre-setting LRE and LDS in DStretch. 

Although digital image processing is considered more accurate and reliable than direct 

tracing or rubbing, all recording techniques are fallible and there still remains the 

subjective nature of interpretation. 

 

Due to the amount of deterioration the sites have suffered over thousands of years, there 

is a strong chance that the data I collected is unlikely to reflect the original number of 

motifs that existed at the time the rock art was painted. Images were never digitally 

enhanced at a rock art site; they were always processed later. As image-enhancing 

moves against the goals of a phenomenological analysis, my phenomenological 

exploration in relation to the rock art was based on what was visually apparent at the 

site. Although the initial impact of the art when it was first painted is completely lost,  
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Figure. 3.14. (top) Group of superimposed motifs, Tham Roop, Kanchanaburi Province; 
(bottom- left); Top image digitally enhanced, bringing to the foreground the earlier layer of 
motifs (Dstretch with LDS); (right) Bringing forth the later layer of motifs (Dstretch with 

LRE). 
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enhancing images of the paintings gives a faceted view of what once existed. I was 

therefore limited to what I could see first hand, but through digitally enhancing my 

photos I was able to reveal what had once existed on the rock surface, albeit through a 

secondary artificial lens. DStretch was used to compile a comprehensive inventory of 

motifs and statistical data on the rock art of central-western Thailand (used primarily in 

chapter five). 

 

A photograph’s so-called objective record of rock art or the landscape arguably reveals 

a ‘radically non-objective world’ (Baudrillard, 1999: 175 (translation)). Photographs are 

inherently subjective in nature and provide fixed perspectives of the rock art or 

landscape that is influenced by the tacit imperatives of a photographer’s taste and 

conscience. Photographs offer a fixed constrained visual of the subject matter, but they 

lack is a multisensory experience: the viewer is disembodied from the art itself and its 

context. Photographs primarily served as mnemonics, supporting textual descriptions of 

rock art and the landscape, and their digital enhancement aided the interpretation and 

compilation of my motif inventory of rock art in central-western Thailand.  

 

3.2.5. Site Forms, Data Archive, Field Notes and Journals 

 

Data collected on the content of the rock art was recorded on printed site forms that I 

developed for this study (Appendix B) and were completed in the field and later entered 

into a data archive (in Excel) in order to analyse and cross-reference later (see chapter 

five, fig. 5.1). Creating a database of rock art motifs in central-western Thailand was 

extremely useful for chapter four. I was able to easily retrieve statistical data: for 

instance, I could determine the total number of anthropomorphs or bovines at all the 
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sites I recorded. I was also able to explore relationships between rock art motifs, for 

example, the number of stick-figured anthropomorphs versus adorned anthropomorphs 

at a site or between sites. Access to such a database helped provide statistical data to 

supplement explorations and interpretations on the content of the rock art.   

 

My phenomenological experience of travelling to the sites, being in and moving 

through the landscape and engaging with the rock art were descriptively recorded in my 

field notes and journals, accompanied by a list of prompts (Appendix B). I also recorded 

other experiences away from the rock art and landscape, such as encounters I had with 

animals, traces of hunting or gathering and general issues I faced be it administrative or 

automotive. 

 

The length of time taken to explore and collect data from a single site varied based on 

the size of the site and how much rock art was present. On average, I would spend 

approximately one hour filling in site forms and approximately three to four hours in 

total at the rock art site, exploring, photographing and measuring it. When factoring in a 

two to three hour single journey to reach the rock art, a total of approximately seven to 

ten hours was spent working on a site. It would usually take a whole day to visit and 

collect data from a single rock art site. Other archaeological sites in relatively close 

proximity to the rock art were usually easier to access and so two or three of these sites 

were explored in one day. It was necessary to visit sites that did not contain any rock 

art, but were within close proximity to the site and possibly contemporaneous with 

them. Explorations into these sites were essential to investigate possible connections to 

the archaeological debris and landscape, and directly contrasted phenomenologically to 

sites with rock art.  As villages varied in geographical size, population, and in the 
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number of archaeological sites, my length of stay at each village to explore and collect 

data varied. I would revisit my research villages and stay for an extended period more 

than once during my fieldwork period. 

 

3.2.6. Ethnographic Analysis 

 

Since the late 1800s the relationship between ethnography and rock art research has 

evolved considerably. Initially limited to recording emic discourses and practices 

related to rock art (Spencer & Gillen, 1899), ethnography became a tool in archaeology 

to understand rock art in contexts other than those from which the observations were 

originally made (see Reinach (1903), Bégouen (1929) and Breuil’s (1952) use of 

Spencer and Gillen’s (1899) ethnographic work on totemism in Central Australian rock 

art to explain Upper Palaeolithic rock art in France and Spain). There are times when 

ethnographic research has been misused in rock art studies; where it has been naively 

applied in inappropriate ways. The simple application of ethnographic analogies 

between different peoples and cultures across time and space is highly problematic.  

 

While ethnographic enquires into rock art has increasingly been encouraged (Ucko & 

Rosenfeld, 1967; Moore, 1971), its use and relevance in interpreting rock art in 

situations other than the ones in which they were initially recorded is still in active 

debate (Clegg, 1978, 1981: 121; Heizer & Baumhoff, 1962: 13–14, 212, 227; Laming, 

1959: 167–168; Laming-Emperaire, 1962: 143–144; 1969; Layton, 1992: 11; Leroi-

Gourhan, 1964: 81; 1966: 38; 1975: 54; Steward, 1929: 224). Furthermore, there is still 

no consensus on the appropriate methodologies and contexts for using ethnography to 

interpret rock art (Whitley, 1994; Clottes & Lewis-Williams, 1996; Layton, 2000, 2001; 
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Bednarik, 2011; Clottes, 2011; Cruz Berrocal, 2011). In an effort to distinguish between 

contexts in which ethnographic records and ethnohistoric sources can or cannot be used 

to interpret rock art, Taçon and Chippindale (1998) propose a distinction between 

informal and formal methods. Informed approaches are generally based on the use of 

ethnological or ethnographic evidence that employ an emic perspective, or insider 

information, to understand the art. Formal approaches, in contrast, employ an etic 

perspective, or outsider’s interpretation, ‘that depend on no such “inside” knowledge … 

the information available being then restricted to that which is immanent in the images 

themselves, or which we can discern from their relations to each other and to the 

landscape, or by relation to whatever archaeological context is available’ (Chippendale, 

2001: 69). Whilst these are useful distinctions, they focus on the contexts in which 

ethnographic records can be used rather than assessing the nature of the records and the 

conditions of their production. For instance, Whitley (2005: 85-86) states that 

ethnographic analyses ‘…provide expectations (or models) for the making and meaning 

of rock art, divorced from the contemporary western European preconceptions that we 

otherwise bring to our research’. This view eliminates any concept of subjectivity in the 

gathering of data itself (although Whitley does later discuss the biases in ethnographies 

collected in the nineteenth and early twentieth century). Many studies have shown that 

the historical, cultural and relational conditions of the recording can impact and affect 

ethnographic descriptions and transcriptions (Monney & Baracchini, 2019). 

 

Notably, Taçon and Chippindale’s distinction obscures the multiple ways in which 

ethnographic connections to rock art can be established. In the first instance it is 

important to distinguish between ethnographic records specifically concerning rock art 

– an emic interaction and/or expression about an explicit relationship with a particular 



 114 

body of rock art – and ethnographic records used to make informed interpretations of 

rock art but with no explicit reference to rock art. Whilst both types of ethnographic 

record can be used when interpreting rock art, researchers must be aware of the 

differences between them and their respective methodological implications. 

Ethnographic records with no emic connection to a body of rock art can only become 

relevant to the rock art through the intervention of a researcher – an etic deduction 

based on ethnographic records, which were not initially about rock art. For example, 

rock art motifs or scenes identified by researchers through visual analogy with artefacts, 

practices, body posture, and/or social situations textually or visually described in 

ethnographic records. Such a process is an ethnographically informed interpretation of 

rock art, not an ethnographic record about the rock art. Similarly, in the past, some 

archaeologists misused and misunderstood the use of ethnography, believing the 

ethnographic record should provide complete interpretations of the meaning of the art 

and was to be understood literally (Whitley, 2005: 87). In order to appropriately use 

ethnographic data, multiple lines of evidence, in different forms, must be used in any 

ethnographic analysis. The data must also be understood within its own ontology – 

understanding and interpreting these texts by analysing their cultural context and 

symbolic implications. 

 

Ontology as a theory of reality or being exists implicitly in all archaeological practice. 

Recently, archaeologists (Latour, 1998, 1999; Thomas, 2015; Alberti, 2016) and 

anthropologists (Viveiros de Castro, 2010, 2012; Salmond, 2013; Kohn, 2015) have 

begun to explore and question ontology in their respective fields. Rock art researchers, 

however, have been slow to engage in such debates (although there are some 

exceptions, for example, Dowson (2009); Creese (2011); Porr & Bell (2012); Robinson 
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(2013)). Jones’ (2017) recent review of ontological issues in rock art studies draws on 

Alberti’s (2016: 164) distinction between ontology as a set of cultural beliefs about 

reality and ontology as a people’s reality relating to their actual ontological 

commitments. The first is described as a metaphysical approach, which is anti-

Cartesian, relational and questioning of human exceptionalism. The second, inspired by 

sociocultural anthropologists (Viveiros de Castro (2010, 2012), Descola (2013) and to a 

certain degree Latour (1998, 1999)) is anti-Cartesian, relational and explores the other-

than-human capacities of the natural world. The use of sociocultural anthropology is 

treated with suspicion by ‘metaphysical’ archaeologists, even though both approaches 

share intellectual traditions. It is, however, crucial that this point is addressed, as it has 

an important bearing on rock art studies.  

 

The influence of social anthropologist Descola (2013) has been particularly significant. 

We have seen some archaeologist’s utilise Descola’s division of ontological categories 

(totemism, analogism, naturalism, animism) not as heuristic devices – as they were 

originally intended – but ideal types to be detected in the archaeological record. Borić 

(2013), for example, argues that the decorated stone pillars of Göbekli Tepe, Turkey, 

resulted from a totemic ontology. Jones (2017: 169) argues that this approach assumes 

ontologies are fixed, well-defined categories that can be excavated – ‘each is a 

fundamentally different way of perceiving the world, each with its own material 

correlates, and thereby each with its own archaeological signatures’. Ontological 

discussions in rock art studies have largely taken this approach, arguing for Animism 

and Shamanism as key ontological categories (for example, Dowson, 2009; Lewis-

Williams, 2001). Jones (2017: 169) considers this approach delusional. Archaeologists 

should not strive to confirm or disconfirm preconceived anthropological concepts. We 
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should not expect to dig up indigenous ontologies, kinship systems or cultural 

evolutionary stages: ‘they do not exist as entities to be grasped in the real world because 

they are models created by sociocultural anthropologists as devices for defining and 

comprehending a complex and messy reality’ (Jones, 2017: 169).  

 

What would be more productive is to use ontological categories derived from 

anthropology as an analytical tool (Jones, 2017: 169). Such an approach will generate 

fresh perspectives and ideas, as well as interrogate our interpretation of received 

archaeological concepts and interpretations. Here, Viveros de Castro’s (2010) 

discussions on the meaning of Amerindian ‘perspectivism’ in the Amazon is useful. 

Perspectivism draws on Amerindian cosmologies concerning the relationship between 

humans and animals: 

 

‘When a human, a person, encounters a jaguar, they see an animal. The jaguar, 

who also considers itself a person, sees the human as an animal. Similarly 

peccaries (wild pigs), who also regard themselves as persons, sees the jaguar and 

human as animals. This shift in perspectives proposes that different species do not 

see the same thing in different ways, but rather “see in the same way…different 

things”’ (Viveiros de Castro, 1998: 478).  

 

Thus, perspectivism should not be treated as yet another exotic anthropological concept 

applied to archaeology, but rather a productive way forward to think more critically. It 

is especially important to critically examine the relationship between sociocultural 

anthropology and archaeology, and their use of ontological concepts within rock art 

studies. An ontological approach is not shorthand for a cosmological approach and we 
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must beware of such a mistake in thinking. 

 

Jones (2017) thinks about ontology as a way of examining the ground on which we base 

our analyses. He identifies a series of areas in which ontological inquiries might occur 

in rock art studies. First, he considers the ontology of the image. Second, emphasis is 

made to the making of images and their sensory and affective character. Finally, Jones 

analyses the relationship between the images and the rock surface and landscape. It is 

his final consideration, particularly the dynamic between rock art sites and landscapes 

that have been inadequately discussed. Constructivist approaches (that assume there is a 

distinction between the world and interpreting subject) to landscape still exist in rock art 

studies today. In their critique of phenomenological approaches to landscape in studies 

of rock art, Smith and Blundell (2004: 244) raise the issue of Eurocentric assumptions 

made in landscape archaeology, and argue that the most convincing interpretations are 

ethnographically informed. This argument places a divide between informed and formal 

approaches to rock art. Jones (2018: 506) further explores ontology in rock art analysis 

in his work with Díaz-Guardamino, in which they question the dichotomy between 

formal and informed approaches from an ontological perspective. They specifically 

argue that the differentiation between the methods reproduces problematic dichotomies, 

for instance, the distinction between active subjects and inert objects; culture and 

nature; and a notion of meaning being external to the art itself. They propose moving 

away from an ontologically hierarchical approach to rock art studies to a relational 

approach. In order to shift rock art analyses away from epistemologically derived 

enquiries to ontological questions, Jones and Díaz-Guardamino place emphasis on 

formal methods, alongside analogy. 
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So much of the content and context of rock art production and use is tied up with people 

we cannot interview or observe directly, thus we often use analogy to help us 

understand rock art. Yet the question remains, which analogies are appropriate (Hays-

Gilpin, 2004: 41-42)? Although some archaeologists would ask, are analogies 

appropriate at all? Scholars are divided in their opinions. Some critics believe it is 

misleading and prone to error; while others argue that analogical inference is not faulty 

or misleading, but liable to error through its uncritical use (Wylie, 1985: 68, 107). 

Extreme critics of analogy believe it distorts and limits our understanding of the past; 

some archaeologists argue that the misuse of ethnographic sources denies the cultures 

and communities under study their independent histories (Janik, 1999: 129). Wobst’s 

(1978; In: David & Kramer, 2001: 51-53) objection to analogy concerns the local or 

parochial scale of ethnographic fieldwork. If archaeologists are concerned with 

explaining change, and in particular change over the long term, how can ethnographic 

research, which is usually limited to a few months, contribute information regarding 

long-term culture change?  

 

All the sceptical worries concerning analogy dismiss and ignore the details of specific 

cases when ethnographic analogy has been used effectively in archaeological enquiry; 

and also, the possibility of gaining an understanding of the past, even if other details are 

withheld. Analogical distortion of the past can be minimized if archaeologists take a 

critical approach to analogy and highlight not only the positive but negative and neutral 

components of the analogy (David & Kramer, 2001: 52-53). Malmer’s (1981; In: 

Goldhahn, 1999: 77) ‘absolute interpretations’ illustrate how uncritical use of 

ethnography can lead to flawed inferences. Absolute interpretations look to the central 

significance of a motif. For example, if a pair of foot soles representing a divinity is 
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depicted in Buddhist India at the beginning of the century, the same interpretation will 

be given to a motif of similar shape in prehistoric Scandinavian rock art. Absolute 

interpretations are the antithesis of the appropriate use of analogy; analogies should be 

used ‘as a basis for comparison with prehistoric patterning’ (David & Kramer, 2001: 

53). Although analogies are liable to error, discriminating against dissimilarities 

between the past and present can control these faults and bring ‘unfamiliar 

and…inaccessible aspects of the past into view’ (Wylie, 1985: 107).  

 

Ethnographic interpretations of rock art have become increasingly widespread in studies 

of prehistoric art (Hays-Gilpin, 2004; Keyser et al., 2004; Whitley, 2004). In the case of 

central-western Thailand, some researchers have used the ethnographic records of 

contemporary Asian societies, such as southern China and northern Vietnam, to 

formulate analogies to interpret the content of the rock art. This, and analysis of the 

burial record are the principle methods of interpreting the meaning of rock art in 

central-western Thailand. Some archaeologists doubt whether ethnography, 

ethnohistory or intuition can help scholars gain an understanding of the meaning of rock 

art motifs. Malmer (1981; In: Goldhahn, 1999: 77) describes such views as ‘relative 

interpretations’. Relative interpretations are more concerned with description rather than 

interpretation. Thus chronological, chorological and spatial studies become important in 

rock art. Some archaeologists believe relative interpretations are too pessimistic. 

Although the rock art of central-western Thailand is removed from contemporary 

experience, our reaction to these carvings does not always have to remain one of 

alienation. I believe that some meaning can be gained of rock art by using several 

strands of evidence; the archaeological remains of the societies whom produced the 

rock art, and comparisons between contemporaneous rock art producing societies can 
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give us an insight into what the rock art represents; which is the first step towards 

understanding the meaning of the art.  

 

In this study, ethnographic data is used both to propose interpretations relating to the 

prehistoric rock art of central western Thailand, and, within the wider scope of 

ethnography in rock art, to consider how people today engage and participate with rock 

art and the landscape of the region. The latter requires the gathering of ethnographic 

information, in the field, from the contemporary inhabitants and stakeholders of the 

region. Clottes (1997: 25) emphasised that the people who created the art should not be 

forgotten. Whilst there is no directly relevant ethnographic record for prehistoric central 

western Thai society, there may be some insights to gain from understanding the 

relationship contemporary inhabitants and stakeholders of the region have with the rock 

art and landscape (if they have any relationship at all). A comprehensive rock art project 

should, where appropriate, look beyond the sites and motifs to record ethnographic or 

ethnological information in order to preserve this information (Whitley, 2005: 93). 

 

The ethnographic data collected in this study falls into three general groups of emic 

information that is explicitly about people’s perceptions of and/or interactions with the 

rock art and landscape: 

1. The production of graffiti at rock art sites 

2. Social interactions with rock art, rock art sites and/or the landscape 

3. The identification of the subjects depicted and their meaning(s) 

 

Sit down interviews were conducted with locals and recorded digitally. Impromptu 

interviews in situations where I would cross paths, mainly with hunter-gatherers and 
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tourists, were recorded digitally where possible or at least contemporaneous notes were 

taken for any on the spot interviews that were conducted. A large number of recordings 

were made; however, I was selective and transcribed only those of relevance. I met with 

villagers who declined to be interviewed and some participants wished to remain 

anonymous. When such requests were made, they were respected and any 

personal/identifiable information omitted from the thesis. One is faced with a unique, 

and often ambiguous ethical dilemma involving the conflict between conveying 

accurate, detailed accounts of the social world while simultaneously protecting the 

identities of the individuals within that world. The communities I interviewed are small, 

to the point that deductive disclosure may be possible if certain details are included 

about participants. In order to avoid deductive disclosure, any participants who 

explicitly asked to remain anonymous have been included within the research with no 

identifiable information. The communities I was interviewing were already weary of 

researchers, I did not want to damage the researcher-subject relationship by 

unintentionally creating strained relationships within the community, or causing any 

sense of betrayal or offence in what study participants may have said about others. 

Therefore, for participants who did not ask for anonymity, personal/identifiable 

information was limited only to that which was relevant and important to the context of 

what they were saying, and have been intentionally described in limited detail.  

 

The chapters that follow are a testament to the data I collected. Chapter four describes 

and examines my experience of being in the land – journeying to the sites, being at the 

sites, and engaging with the rock art. Chapter five provides a detailed exploration of 

central-western Thailand’s rock art content, which includes describing its various motif 

categories with statistical data, followed by a site-by-site analysis of the images as 
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scenes, relationally and in their overall panel context. Chapter six presents my findings 

from interviewing local residents to my research sites, exploring local perceptions of the 

rock art, and the final chapter sets out my conclusions.  
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4 
 

 

Central-western Thai Rock Art: Context 
 

 

The visual primacy of rock art can at times blind researchers to the equally significant, 

but less obvious, non-visual aspects of rock art. The biological and cultural conditioning 

of humans’ aesthetic capabilities is based on Enlightment thinking of a unitary 

Cartesian self, separate from the external world. This unitary self, however, comes to 

know both itself and the external world via sensory perception – seeing, touching, 

hearing, tasting and smelling. Yet out of all of our senses sight is held in absolute 

dominion as the sense of all reason. Over-reliance on a single sensory perception 

however, has its dangers that can lead to a skewed aesthetic appreciation, as well as a 

missed opportunity to comprehend concepts not understood through the visible, but 

channelled through the invisible. Phenomenology acknowledges the multisensorial 

qualities of our experiences and includes corporeal engagement, whether of landscapes 

or material culture opening up the possibility of new and non-visual ways of 

apprehending the world and self. 

 

This chapter presents and discusses the results of my phenomenological investigations 

into the rock art sites of central-western Thailand. It begins with a general overview of 

the study area, moving then onto a phenomenological exploration of my experiences 

being in the study area, travelling to the rock art sites, being in and moving around 

them, and finally contending with the rock art itself. Each element of my 
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phenomenological exploration will be individually applied to the six rock art sites, 

followed by a discussion of the results and concluding thoughts. 

 

4.1. Overview of the Study Area 

 

Kanchanaburi Province located in central-western Thailand is accessible by road 

(approximately two hours) or rail (approximately three hours) west of Bangkok, making 

it a convenient escape from the heat and congestion of the capital city and an easy stop 

on a backpackers trail across Thailand. Uthai Thani Province, north of Kanchanaburi, is 

a four hour train journey to Nakhon Sawan Province and a further 45 minute drive into 

central Uthai Thani Province. From Kanchanaburi it is a three and a half hour drive; no 

train serves the journey. One’s arrival into central-western Thailand is made apparent by 

undulating mountains veneered in luscious verdant forest. The study area is part of a 

1,700 kilometre long stretch of mountainous upland, known as the Tenasserim 

mountain range that reaches from northern Thailand into the southern extremities of the 

Malayan Peninsula, with elevations ranging between 529 to 2,187 metres. The region is 

largely dominated by a permo-carboniferous limestone that forms monumental 

mountains, steep-sided and rugged in relief. The central-western region has the largest 

total coverage of limestone mountains in Thailand (Sidisunthorn et al, 2006: 9), which 

is home to a number of sizeable rock shelters, vast cliff faces and caves of varying 

measures with magnificent interiors forged by the Earth’s natural elements. 

 

The topographical characteristics of the region are primarily mountainous to its west. 

This drops sharply in elevation on reaching the central plains of Thailand. Villages and 

crop fields are intermittently dispersed around mountain bases and raft houses along the 
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rivers’ edges. Population density from the south of central-western Thailand gradually 

peters out the further north you travel up the region as elevations rise. Smooth cement 

and rough dirt roads interweave between mountain passes connecting major roads, crop 

fields, villages and remote destinations.  

 

Two major dams (Vajralongkorn and Srinakarin) have created large reservoirs in the 

landscape of central-western Thailand that control the flow of the region’s two major 

rivers: Khwae Noi and Khwae Yai. As a result a number of tributaries have dried up, 

been redirected or newly formed throughout the region. These water systems interweave 

between and amongst the mountains, some of which create a number of impressive 

waterfalls – Sai Yok and Erawan being the most popular amongst international tourists. 

Several fault lines in the Earth’s crust have produced a few hot springs. Hin Dat is one 

of the most frequented, having been discovered accidentally by Japanese soldiers in 

1943. 

 

Both the River Khwae Yai and Noi are still used today in a variety of ways – for 

transportation, to fish, irrigate agricultural land or to cool off and swim in. Both rivers 

are bordered either side by thick verdure-covered mountains. The strength of the water’s 

course and the width of the river’s valley vary. At times the river valley is only two 

kilometres wide. Today, in the upper course of both rivers there are few settled 

communities and no obvious evidence of vernacular architecture. Travelling further 

south, smaller villages come into sight. Boat, stilt and cement houses intermittently 

interrupt its verdant banks. Fishing traps or fishermen casting their line or net appear at 

the shoreline’s edge. Other than personal local use, the rivers have also been exploited 

for tourism. When the river reaches more populated districts, hotel resorts, where guests 
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can swim in a sectioned off area of the river, boat tours, watersports, such as canoeing, 

jet skiing and rafting are now offered from its banks. Rivers in central-western Thailand 

are vital to the local community and likely served different functions and significances 

for its users through time. 

 

The central-western region of Thailand is defined by its mountainous rock formations. 

The land has been exploited by those who have inhabited the region from the Late 

Pleistocene till the present with varying severity. Since prehistory, it has supported an 

ecosystem for a wide variety of flora and fauna and provided shelter in the form of 

caves and overhangs for both humans and wildlife. The offcuts of rock provided raw 

material for prehistoric people to knap to create such tools as sumatraliths, adzes, axes, 

choppers, picks and bladelets, which individually served different functions, from food 

preparation to woodworking. Natural earth pigments provided paint and rock surfaces 

canvases for the production of rock art. More importantly, these natural features served 

as mediums for and as outcomes of significant actions (Tilley, 1994: 23).  

 

Rock art sites and their surroundings can be charged with complex meanings and can be 

a repository for symbolic and material expression by individuals and groups that are 

present in it. Rock art sites are natural spaces socially defined in human terms. We must 

therefore not only explore the rock art as an object, but also explore how the human 

subject engages with the rock art and landscape in a corporeal and sensorial manner. 

This analysis does not just start at the site, but from the time the journey to the site 

begins. The path(s) leading to a rock art site are considered to be a part of the site, and 

are just as important to the significance of the place as the images. To truly understand 

rock art and its landscape they must be experienced in the field, in a bodily and sensory 
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way, not from maps or photographs, and in my circumstance, can only really be 

documented descriptively, here, in written text (Tilley, 1994: 31). 

 

4.2. Approaching Sites 

 

Rock art sites today in central-western Thailand are rarely visited either by locals close 

to the sites, domestic travellers or international tourists. Pha Daeng in Kanchanaburi 

Province and Khao Plara in Uthai Thani Province are the exception, but their visitor 

numbers are low when compared to other local attractions. Those that do visit, visit for 

a number of reasons and can generally be split into two groups: those with an intention 

to view the rock art and those with different agendas. The former group includes 

educational trips for school children, university students of archaeology and scouts; the 

latter group tend to be Buddhist worshippers or those actively searching for treasures or 

guano faeces. One thing they all have in common, however, is that they all set out on a 

purposeful journey to the site, starting from a school, home or hotel, journeying toward 

an end goal of reaching the rock art site. In my case, my journey would begin at a local 

hostel, village home or temple. I, like those from the former group had the full intention 

of reaching the site with the anticipation of viewing rock art. It is therefore most likely 

that a visit to a rock art site would also have taken the form of a journey for prehistoric 

hunter-gatherers. This journey may have been well planned and taken annually or 

during a particular event(s). 

 

If we consider the journey to a rock art site like that of a pilgrimage, like pilgrimage, it 

has transformative powers and requires a journey to a different place to achieve that 

transformation. We often think of a pilgrim’s journey to be one of physical hardship 
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across unfamiliar treacherous land to reach a place believed to have greater spiritual 

power than the everyday places of home. Pilgrimage can be difficult spiritual work. 

Indeed the hardships encountered can provide a sense of accomplishment, of something 

having been earned, won or self sacrificed for. The pilgrimage, for example, to Mount 

Kailash, Tibet, (also known as Mount Kailas or Mount Meru) has the unique distinction 

of being the world’s most venerated mountain that only receives a few hundred pilgrims 

annually. Kailash is eulogised in the ancient texts of Buddhism, Hinduism, Jainism and 

Bon. The cosmologies and origin myths of each speak of Kailash as the Axis Mundi – 

the centre and birthplace of the cosmic and physical world. Its remote location in far 

western Tibet offers an inhospitable and rugged terrain that requires weeks of difficult, 

often dangerous travel. The rarefied air can be fatal; the weather always cold can 

unexpectedly turn treacherous halting any further travel. The journey alone makes the 

pilgrimage to Kailash a formidable and intimidating proposition. This is an extreme 

example of an arduous and lengthy pilgrimage across inhospitable land to reach a sacred 

religious site. However, the structure of a pilgrimage can be aptly applied to shorter 

journeys, closer to home and in reach of a significant place not so wholly new to the 

pilgrim. ‘The experience of pilgrimage, rather than being a static object or 

representation, involves not only movement through space but also an active process of 

response as the pilgrim encounters both the journey and the goal’ (Coleman & Elsner, 

1995: 206). Thus, for the pilgrim, the journey itself can be just as significant and 

metaphorically as sacred as the site. Although the journey or the site may be visited 

frequently, what differentiates it from that which is deemed ‘ordinary life’ is a pilgrim’s 

intention.  Moving through the land with the intention of visiting a ritually significant 

rock art site, as a rite of passage or on a quest for spiritual transcendence, will be 
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structurally and symbolically different than moving through the same landscape for 

other mundane reasons. 

 

Today tourists, locals and researchers all embark on journeys to rock art sites with 

different intentions. A tourist’s intention is, however, different to that of a researcher 

looking to explore them in greater depth, or that of a local visiting to worship or 

meditate. A tourist is transitory, travelling for pleasure in search of the ‘exotic’, seeking 

sensations of difference rather than wishing to experience a site’s depth. The tourist 

expects the ‘attraction’ to adapt to them more than they expect to adapt to it and 

typically what a tourist observes is restricted or manipulated to reflect tourists’ 

preconceived images of the ‘other’. A local villager looking to meditate or worship at 

the rock art site will move through the landscape with a different intention, one that is 

spiritual and self-reflective say. Thus, they may experience and see the landscape 

differently to how I would, with the intention of experiencing the landscape, as it would 

have been by prehistoric people in order to explore the significance of the journey with 

an end goal of reaching a ritually sacred rock art site.  

 

A person who moves through the land with the intention of revisiting the site picks up 

on topographical features, trees and rocks, as well as the requirements placed on the 

body by the path leading to the site, in order to create a visual and mental map of the 

journey. With every journey taken, the pathway becomes more familiar, landscape 

markers more prominent, standing out in one’s visual field, directing the body each time 

a visit is made. A person having visited the site previously holds a mental image of it 

and of the path leading to it; their journey is now structured by memories attached to 

those images. Moreover, if the journey to a sacred site is ritually structured seeing 
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certain things and moving a certain way will likely heighten metaphorical associations 

and their ritual significance. For example, passing a natural water source will have a 

different significance to a traveller who is reaching a sacred site to honour the spirit 

Gods for a plentiful harvest, than a person who wants to bail some water for 

consumption at home. Similarly, the significance of an upward climb and the risks and 

dangers that come with it to reach a rock art site for possible ritualistic purposes will be 

different to someone looking to reach the site to collect guano faeces to sell or add to 

their farmland. Both involve the same journey, but to different ends. 

 

The physical pathway to the rock art sites of central-western Thailand and their 

kinaesthetic properties say something about the artist(s)/society’s intentions. It is worth 

briefly noting here that it is unknown and impossible to determine who selected the 

location for the rock art, whether it was the artist(s) themselves or whether they were 

commissioned and the location chosen by others in the society, for example, chiefs or 

shamans who may not have painted the rock art themselves. Therefore, to evade 

assumption and in reference to the ambiguity of who made the choice of location, both 

artists and society are referred to hereafter. Not only was it the intention of the 

artist(s)/society to mark a particular location in the landscape with images, their select 

locations actively construct the visitor’s experience of travelling to the site.  

 

The landscape is dotted with the evidence of human intervention; this is also true of the 

journey to the sites where cement roads, modern signs and railings punctuate what 

would have largely been (and to a large extent is still today) untouched land. Today 

rock art sites Pha Daeng and Khao Plara have hiking trails to their respective sites. 

These pathways and experiences are constructed for visitors by the Thai Ministry of 
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Tourism. Such aids would not have existed prehistorically. In the pursuit of a 

prehistoric experience, alternative routes were sort. A reconstruction of the prehistoric 

phenomenological experience of travelling to the rock art sites of central-western 

Thailand, in essence the ascent, will now be described. 

 

The Ascent 

 

Having experienced the journey to each of the six rock art sites in central-western 

Thailand, parallels and similarities can be found in their approach. All sites were visible 

at ground level, failing only at Tham Roop, a remote and difficult site to visit, 

preventing a full exploration of its approach. Khao Plara’s location was obstructed by a 

section of its mountain, Khao Khiew, and upon reaching the site it was realised that it 

faced a different direction from which I approached it. The site’s location is likely to be 

seen at ground level, which falls on forbidden Burmese terrain and beyond the bounds 

of exploration. The rock art sites of central-western Thailand stand out from their 

surrounding environment. Bare of any vegetation, the sites are exposed by the natural 

yellow-grey of the mountains interior that directly contrast against the deep verdant 

green forest covering its exterior. The contrast is made more prominent during the rainy 

season when lush viridescent vegetation takes over the mountain. The location of each 

site is visible at great distances and from varying standpoints in the landscape, as they 

are found close to the peak of the mountain (fig. 4.1, 4.2, 4.3). Despite the sites exposed 

location, the art itself remains invisible at ground level. The paintings have deteriorated 

heavily and their size is too small to see from great distances. 
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Figure 4.1. (top) Arrow pointing to Pha Daeng, Kanchanaburi Province, view at ground level; 

(bottom) Tham Ta Duang at ground level. 
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Figure 4.2. (top) Arrow pointing to Khao Wang Kula, Kanchanaburi Province, view at ground 
level; (bottom) Khao Nong Phuk at ground level. 
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Figure 4.3. (top) Sight of Tham Roop not from ground level, Kanchanaburi Province. (bottom) 
Khao Plara, Uthai Thani at ground level. 
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The location of the sites clearly played a role in determining how visible the sites were. 

It was possible to locate (almost) each site at ground level by searching for specific 

characteristics in the landscape: sites were located close to the top of mountains and 

where a yellow-grey ‘patch’ of exposed bare rock stands out from the thick verdurous 

mountain forest. When such landscape settings were realised, in an attempt to discover 

more paintings, these characteristics were actively sort in the landscape of central-

western Thailand and explored. These were always failed attempts, often reaching the 

location only to find a small rock shelter or cave with little or no archaeological surface 

debris, likely occupied sporadically on prehistoric hunts or when foraging. When I first 

visited each site their location at ground level were pointed out to me by guides who 

had visited them previously. This suggests that the location of the rock art at ground 

level, even though visible to all, could have only been distinguished amongst the 

landscape by those who had visited it or had specialised knowledge of its location.  In 

some respects this is still the case today, with only a specialised few (local hunter-

gatherers, regional archaeologists, village heads, park rangers and military officers) with 

knowledge of its locale. The following may further support this claim. 

 

Experience of the landscape is partly about knowledge, particularly amongst hunter-

gatherer groups whose knowledge not only includes where resources are but also of 

sacred locations where ancestors or spiritual beings can be accessed. Sacred sites among 

many Aboriginal groups in Australia are only known by elders. Indeed, they are 

important because not many people know about them (Geamer, 1994) and knowledge of 

them can be powerful in establishing oneself amongst a group (Cummings, 2013: 98). 

High-ranking individuals (gods, spirits, chiefs or heroic ancestors) are likely to be 

daring enough to have created path(s) or embedded relationships not otherwise 
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established onto the landscape. It is the responsibility of chiefs with expert knowledge 

to guide others along these ancient paths that reach significant and sacred locations 

imbuing the journey with ancestral narratives, songs or dance (Parmentier, 1987: 114-

15). My travels to the sites were somewhat structured by narratives I read in texts and 

stories received from researchers, local villagers and park rangers. I carried these 

memories during my travels and experienced them physically. Thus before embarking 

on my journey there was a level of expectation and anticipation, which were fulfilled 

when climbing and having reached the site.  

 

I am in no doubt that without the help from guides, using a GPS device or map, I would 

not have been able to locate any of the rock art sites myself. Although the rock art sites 

are identifiable in the landscape (arguably by those with specialised knowledge of their 

location) the pathways to them are hidden. There are no hints in the landscape directing 

one to the rock arts location. Seeing the site at a distance and visually mapping a 

potential route would always seem straightforward, however, it was soon realised not to 

be the case. There is a direct transgression from the flat sunlit alluvial plains leading to 

the piedmont zones at the base of mountains where one enters into a dim forested realm 

densely populated by trees and bamboo. For Pha Daeng and Khao Nong Phuk thick 

bushland lined their respective mountain bases. A vast amount of time, particularly 

during the rainy season, is spent hacking out a path with a machete. After a while the 

bush peters out, trees and bamboo now take over. The world beneath the forest canopy 

is overcast, occasionally penetrated by sharp beams of sunlight that pierce through gaps 

between branching trees. That poignant contrast in the landscape indicating the sites 

location is obscured by dense trees and thick vegetation – distant views are lost and my 

visual guide now gone. If travelling alone and unaided one would move in the general 
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direction of the site, but soon veer off the correct directional path and find themselves 

lost. It was necessary to be shown the way. Perhaps in the first instance prehistoric 

people of central-western Thailand had to be guided by a regional chief as part of a 

ritual ceremony, as I needed to be on my first encounter with the sites. 

 

All six rock art sites required an upward climb to reach them. The incline at the 

beginning of the ascent up the mountainside is manageable, however, the terrain soon 

changes to an almost vertical incline which requires the engagement of every limb with 

the landscape and a constant awareness of one’s bodily movements to keep from falling. 

This made for a strenuous and risky climb that intensified the closer the sites became. 

Dangers of the climb were also heightened during the dry and wet seasons. Fallen 

bamboo leaves during the summer carpets the canopy floor a golden brown, adding a 

level of difficulty for the climber, as dried leaves are particularly slippery against 

smooth limestone rock. During the rainy season the forests colour palette changes to a 

colour wash of exuberant green, yet the wet conditions makes for a slippery ascent. 

Only until three quarters of the mountain is scaled do the sites become visible and yet 

the rock art still hidden. Upon reaching the site, each offered entry from a single point. 

The vertical ascension of a mountain may have held metaphorical significance to the 

prehistoric people of central-western Thailand moving from the base of the mountain 

that is a shadowed enclosed space, up towards the open sky. The intensity of the climb 

increases with elevation turning the journey into a bodily battle with the landscape. 

These struggles would have likely provided a sense of accomplishment once the site 

was reached, and enhanced the efficacy of its message as the visitor relishes in the 

difficulties they overcame to reach the it.  
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Those who selected the location of rock art sites (whether the artist or someone else in 

the society) determined how the art would be reached and importantly who could view 

it. Prehistoric people of central-western Thailand were likely adept climbers having 

lived intimately in the landscape, however, not everyone would have been willing or 

able to make the climb. Sites I deemed difficult to access may have been easier for 

them. However, this distinction is subjective in itself and does not describe the 

experience. All we can really do is assess accessibility in comparing experiences of 

other contemporary sites in the area and from such an exercise realise any similarities or 

differences. Whether these are ‘easy’ or ‘difficult’ may be discerned in this comparison, 

relative to each other.  

 

Since the Neolithic, agricultural communities have settled in the alluvial plains of 

central-western Thailand to domesticate both animals and plants. Excavated material 

has also revealed they chose to bury the dead there too, as found at Ban Kao. These sites 

are located on easily accessible, open and flat areas of the landscape, located near rivers 

or tributaries. Higher above ground, prehistoric hunter-gatherers of the region utilised 

the mountains not only to hunt and forage, but also as a place to lay people to rest in 

caves. A total of eight log coffin caves have so far been discovered in the western 

region, it is expected that a great deal more exists, but the difficulties and vastness of 

the terrain prevents a full survey of the area (see chapter five for further information). 

The journey to these sites share common phenomenological experiences that differ from 

those travelling to rock art sites. All log coffin sites are found close to the bottom of 

mountains. The terrain to reach the sites are at a gentle 30 degree incline. Their 

accessible location may be due to the ease in which heavy teak log coffins could easily 

be transported to their resting place. The mouth of the cave is not obviously exposed in 
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the landscape or within eye line; instead they are set back into the mountain with no 

outcrop and hidden by the forests undergrowth (fig. 4.4). The locations of these burial 

caves are to a degree lost in the landscape and easily bypassed, deliberately chosen, 

perhaps, as a place where the dead may rest, undisturbed and at peace. To access the 

cave one needs to walk down into a closed pitch-black cavern, rather than climb up as 

one does to an open rock shelter containing paintings. Descending down into the cave is 

not physically challenging, rather mentally so – overcoming one’s fear of what one may 

face during the descent and on arrival.  It is necessary to enter with a torch. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4.4. Log coffin site, Tham Ruea, Kanchanaburi province. 

 

A direct comparison of the phenomenological experiences of rock art sites to other 

archaeological sites in the region reveals that contemporary sites were more open and 

accessible. Accessing rock art sites required effort, time and risk to vertically ascend 
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from the base of the mountain close to the mountains summit. Sites along the alluvial 

plains and at the bottom of the mountains required less effort to find and access. 

Prehistoric producers of rock art determined the visibility of the site and how likely it 

would be found, determining the path in which it could be reached. In turn, this may 

have ensured that one or more sites were visited regularly and reused, while others 

would remain on the periphery, known and accessed by only a select few. The 

dangerous and strenuous journey would certainly have discouraged some, but 

encouraged others to set forth and face the challenge. 

 

By choosing to place rock art sites in specific locations within the landscape, they are 

forcing visitors along path(s) and on journeys chosen by them. The features of these 

path(s) influence the sensorial and corporeal experience of the traveller, forcing specific 

repetitive experiences for every traveller that travels on it. Pathway(s) are only one part 

of experiencing rock art, however, they are just as significant and meaningful. The 

physical sites and images themselves complete a fully lived in experience of rock art, 

which are explored next. 

 

4.3. Being at the Sites and Experiencing the Rock Art 

 

So far discussions on the phenomenological attributes of the journey has led us up vast 

mountainsides in reach of rock art sites.  Like descriptions of journeys, indicators of 

place are rare in the literature on Thai rock art. Descriptions are often too brief or left up 

to ‘site maps’ or photographs to offer an understanding of spatial relationships that is 

disembodied and lacks the visceral qualities of a place. Place has the power to influence 

one’s kinaesthetic and synaesthetic experience and are factors one should not disregard 
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as having been incorporated intentionally by prehistoric producers of the rock art. This 

section will explore the space, size, texture, smell, temperature, light and sound that is 

experienced at each of the six rock art sites in central-western Thailand in the hope of 

understanding and/or gaining an insight into why prehistoric artist(s)/society selected 

these particular locations and painted where they did. I will explore how their choice of 

location affects a visitor’s sensorial and corporeal experience of the site and its rock art 

and how such experiences are incorporated into the meaning of the rock art. Again, in 

order to recount my experiences with some dimensionality rich description is necessary. 

 

Pha Daeng 

 

Pha Daeng, translated as Red Cliff, is today a long vertical cliff face. Locals of Pon Wai 

Village inform me that it is named Pha Daeng because the cliff is red (Daeng in Thai). 

It is also believed that it used to be a vast rock shelter that over the years experienced 

great rockfall, which could account for the heavy rockfall littering the sites floor. The 

rock shelter overlooks vast landscapes, glimpses of which can be caught in gaps 

between the overgrown trees and thick bamboo before it today (fig. 4.5). The reservoir 

to the Srinakarin Dam is visible from the site, however, as described in chapter three, 

such a large body of water would not have been visible prior to 1980, rather streams 

would have run along the base of Khao Daeng Mountain with two streams reaching into 

the mountain and one running close to the rock art site.  

 

Immediately upon reaching the site through a natural break between two rocks, you 

enter an open, bright and wide space, a direct contrast from having travelled along a dim 

enclosed forested path when journeying to the site. At the site, noises from the village  
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Figure 4.5. View from Pha Daeng. 

 

below can be heard: a tannoy calling out today’s offers on fruit, ‘100 baht for one kilo 

of Rambutan’; and the occasional growl from a motorbike’s engine reverberates its way 

up as bikers take advantage of the winding roads below. Of course prehistoric visitors to 

the site would not have heard such sounds, what it suggests is that sounds of a similar 

volume could have been heard by anyone in the space. Thus, chanting or drumming 

taking place some distance from the cliff would have similarly been received. 

 

No studies have been conducted on sound phenomena at any rock art site in central-

western Thailand. To take the exploration of sound further then; while loud enough 

sounds produced away from the rock art site can be heard at the site, what of sounds 

that are produced within the space? Would those external to the site, whether immediate 
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to it or further away, hear the sounds produced? In order to test this, I made noises at the 

site (e.g. clapping, raising my voice, shouting) and asked one of my companions to exit 

the site and listen out for the sounds, starting close to the site and moving further away 

down the cliff until they could no longer hear the noise I was making. It seemed that, 

like the sounds made outside the rock art site and which could be heard at the site, 

sounds made at the site could be heard external to the site at roughly the same distance 

and relative to the volume of the noise made. Therefore, where the road runs and 

motorbikes can be heard, loud enough noises from the rock art site could be heard near 

the road. This sound phenomena was present at all the six rock art sites in central-

western Thailand. This offers a plethora of possibilities for the role of sound in either 

the making and/or experiencing of the rock art, both for those present at the site and 

those not. Were those not involved in the activity at the site able to experience it 

indirectly through sound? Did sounds coming from the mountain and heard across the 

plains command wide reaching attention towards it? Or were people producing sounds 

external to the site in some way involved in the activity taking place at the site, their 

sounds combining with that produced in the space, creating either a cacophony or a 

symphony of noise that respectively jarred or complemented each other. Perhaps the 

creation of sound was a way of involving those barred from the activity? Or conversely, 

was the activity exclusive to only those participating at the rock art site and therefore no 

sounds were made at all; for what reason would an activity be held in silence? There 

could be several, including but not limited to: maintaining an element of mystique in the 

unknown for those not in the know, reinforcing power, or as an act of reverence – where 

perhaps the production of rock art replaces the requirement for noise whether in the 

form of speech or chants and so forth. We cannot of course be sure about what role 
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sound, or indeed silence, played at rock art sites, rather it opens up a discussion of 

possibilities and different methods of interaction with it. 

 

Pha Daeng is a south facing rock shelter, which consists of three panels of rock art that 

are separated by three distinct linear rock shelters (fig. 4.6). The floor at each rock 

shelter is flat and is defined from the bottom of the panel to the drop off of the shelters 

edge. Clear of vegetation, rockfall of varying size is intermittently scattered across the 

surface floor, with flora growing between small crevices on the cliff face and 

overgrowing on either side of the shelter floor contributing to the separation of each of 

the linear rock shelters.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.6. Site plan (front view) of Pha Daeng. 

 

The surface floor at panel one measures 13.67 metres long and 5.20 metres wide, large 

enough to hold a group of 30 or so. Because the floor is rectangular in shape one’s 

movement is restricted to the natural space provided by the rock shelter – limited to 
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lateral movements along the length and width of the site and diagonally across it. The 

motifs are painted on a towering cliff face of smooth limestone rock (fig. 4.7). The 

sheer vertical cliff prohibits any conquering of the mountain’s summit unless 

particularly well skilled in climbing. The panel of rock art measures approximately ten 

metres tall by four metres wide. A group of three anthropomorphs are painted 

approximately three metres from the rock shelter floor. To the left, approximately two 

metres diagonally above the three motifs are two further anthropomorphs; this group is 

approximately five metres from the rock shelter floor. 

 

To view the rock art one can stand quite close to the cliff wall and still see the paintings. 

The closer to the wall one stands the further one’s head tilts back, and so it is more 

comfortably viewed with a gentle tilt of the head if standing further away. There is a 

restriction to how far one can stand back as the rock shelter gives way to a vertical drop. 

The paintings can be viewed with no real physical effort, other than having to visually 

search the vast sheer cliff wall for the motifs, which likely required much less effort to 

spot when they were first painted, standing out in brilliant red. 

 

Beside the rock paintings, to their left, a mineral build up from water running over the 

shelter wall year after year has stained a black strip onto the rock face (fig. 4. 7). During 

the monsoon season the surface is wet from the rain. The dry season sees the 

crystallised minerals glisten as it catches the sunlight, which can be approached and 

touched by scaling a small outcrop beneath it. The imposing cliff face dwarfs the few 

faint motifs present, with the mineralised black strip of water against the pale yellow-

red-grey surface taking centre stage. This landscape feature is only present at Pha 

Daeng. Depending on the severity of the downpour that week or day, water can  
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Figure 4.7. Rock shelter wall, panel one, Pha Daeng. 
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sometimes be heard dripping from a small outcrop above.  

 

A metal railing constructed approximately one and a half metres from the cliff wall 

creates a barrier for visitors not to go beyond. Three signs, written in Thai, each read, 

‘View Point 1’, ‘Please do not scrape-scratch on the wall’ and ‘Please keep the original 

image’. With permission from the FAD I was able to climb over this barrier and scale a 

small rock outcrop at the base of the cliff wall. At its highest point I was in reach of the 

first group of rock paintings, so much so I could hold up a scale beside the motifs in 

order to take a photo of them. 

 

Should I have had no prior knowledge of the site’s layout I would have been misled to 

believe that Pha Daeng consisted of only this rock shelter and of only these limited 

number of paintings. Aside from a board written in Thai signalling, ‘This way to see 

picture 2’ the site gives no obvious indication to continue further, as both sides of the 

rock shelter are flanked by trees and vegetation, concealing a small ledge to the right of 

the shelter floor. Today, a metal railing protects a sudden drop, however, prior to its 

construction, one would have needed to tread carefully along this natural walkway to 

avoid from falling. Its extension further into the forest, indicates that something else 

exists beyond the shelter. Neither the rock shelter nor the rock art of panel two is visible 

from panel one. 

 

Panel two is located 11.9 metres from panel one. Again a barrier has been constructed at 

the bottom of the rock shelter wall, a metre and a half away from the rock face, where 

two signs in Thai read: ‘View point 2’, ‘Please do not cross this area’. The rock shelter 

floor measures 8.6 metres long and 4.8 metres wide. Rockfall is present, with foliage 
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growing at the bottom of the cliff face beneath the rock art that has yet to encroach onto 

the paintings (fig. 4.8). Similar sounds and views from panel one are also heard and 

seen at panel two. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.8. Panel two, Pha Daeng. 
 

A painted scene found ten metres above the cliff floor measures approximately two 

metres long and one metre high. The paintings are high up, requiring the viewer to tilt 

their head back. They are visible from all directions; however, they are most 

comfortably viewed as far back from the cliff face as the shelter floor permits. The only 

position the rock art could not be viewed is if back-to-back or nose-to-nose with the 

cliff face looking up, as the rock art is painted on a rectangular jut. The cliff face here is 

not smooth. Approximately three metres from the shelter floor, the wall dramatically 
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protrudes forward creating a deep outcrop. From here the surface rock geometrically 

undulates, turning into a craggy rock face the further it ascends. Consequently, the 

nature of the rock surface has framed the main scene in the panel, with a singular motif 

beneath it and a group of three motifs to its left (fig. 4.9). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4.9. Rock art scene depicted on panel two of Pha Daeng. 

 

The presence of crevices and fissures suggest an advanced and considerably strong rock 

climber could scale the wall, but in order for the rock art to be painted one would need 

to have clung onto it with one hand, whilst the other painted. The position of the 

paintings on the cliff wall suggests the painter would either be hanging with their legs, 

freely dangling or holding himself or herself at an angle making it extremely difficult to 

paint. Thus, a stable structure such as a ladder or scaffolding fashioned from bamboo, a  

strong and abundant material, would have aided artists to reach and paint detailed and 

measured motifs at such a height and angle. 
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Again, without knowing beforehand that a third panel existed, the only indication in the 

landscape that hints at its continuation is a walkway to the right of the rock shelter, 

concealed by vegetation and trees. Like panel one, the suggestion that there is more 

beyond these two panels is highlighted by a metal railing providing protection from the 

shelters edge and a sign in Thai signalling ‘This way to see picture 3’. The paintings at 

panel one and three are not visible from panel two. As the rock shelter floor is at a slight 

incline, rock shelter one is visible from rock shelter two, but the third shelter is hidden 

amongst the vegetation approximately 34 metres away. 

 

Like panel one and two, views and sounds are replicated at panel three. The rock shelter 

floor is six metres long and 5.8 metres wide. Rockfall is present on the surface floor, 

with vegetative growth beneath the rock art and sprouting from crevices on the cliff face 

that encroach onto the paintings (fig. 4.10). When I first visited the site an officer from 

Prasat Mueang Sing scaled the panel to remove the few plants in the way of the rock art. 

As he cleared the area to reveal the motifs I wondered whether the producers of rock art 

or prehistoric visitors would have cleaned the area as the officer was doing so, either 

pulling up roots and plants, dusting the area of soil, or cleaning algae off the rocks using 

water and twigs. The rocks may have been kept pristine out of respect, or in keeping 

with custom, social, religious or spiritual rules. For instance, did the painter(s) clear the 

rock themselves or was it a process involving a group of people; was this interaction 

social, religious, ritual or gender specific? It is possible that plants or algae were left on 

the rocks and incorporated in the design repertoire, or perhaps kept on the rocks as a 

sign of the cycle of nature, the passing of time, or transformation. There is no evidence 

of plant growth deliberately being incorporated into the paintings at panel three. 
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Figure 4.10. Panel three, Pha Daeng. 
 

The rock art panel measuring approximately two metres by two metres is located 2.5 

metres from the shelter floor. The rock art is painted on the only relatively smooth area 

of the cliff wall that is otherwise rough and undulating. Its irregular patchy rock form 

creates a ridge in the cliff face running along the lower part of the rock art panel. This 

dip in the cliff face creates a reasonable ledge that can be stood upon (fig. 4.11). I scaled 

the 2.5 metre vertical cliff face. To do so one is required to plant their feet in a crevice 

or jut that could bear their weight and provide support whilst gripping onto a ridge or 

between a fissure. Once on the ledge manoeuvring along it is done cautiously, the ledge 

is approximately 15 centimetres wide. Careless footing puts one at risk of falling. 

Standing is difficult and crouching uncomfortable.  This position does not seem to offer 

a good vantage point from which to view the paintings, rather it offers a position from 



 152 

which to paint the motifs. From this perspective it is difficult to view the full panel of 

paintings, the shelter floor directly before the panel being the ideal vantage point. 

Outward views from this position are similar to those viewed from the shelter floor only 

at a higher perspective with fewer trees and vegetation obstructing it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4.11. Superimposed motifs on panel three at Pha Daeng. 

 

Panel three consists of layers of motifs, of which only a few are identifiable. The 

superimposition of these motifs could suggest that communal art may have been 

encouraged or a ritual/teaching activity that required repetitive markings took place 

here. Thus, the relatively short height – 2.5 metres, compared to ten metres from the 

shelter floor of panel two – to reach the panel and the ledge are perhaps deliberate 

features permitting relatively easy access to the panel in order to mark the walls.  

 

What is evident at Pha Daeng is that the walls of each rock shelter are not completely 

flat; however, rock art is found painted on the only flat surface of the wall. Surprisingly, 
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the first rock shelter with the largest flat surface area, which would have been an ideal 

canvas to paint on, has the least number of motifs. It is, however, the location in which 

mountain water precipitated down the wall, leaving a vertical jet black strip. Perhaps, 

this naturally occurring mark was significant, something almost magical as the 

mountain looks to be secreting water and thus takes precedence over the rock art.  

 

The rock art panels at each shelter are vulnerable. If a vast overhang did exist over of 

the rock shelter, it would have provided the paintings with some protection against the 

elements. However, today, it is exposed to weathering that has contributed greatly to its 

deterioration. The presence of an overhang would have also affected how a visitor 

viewed the paintings. Depending on the severity in which the shelter ceiling overhung, 

the paintings may have been placed in its shadow or received light at particular times of 

the day. Today the shelter walls are flooded by sunlight that can at times make viewing 

the paintings difficult, with one having to wait for a passing cloud to momentarily 

conceal the sun’s glare. On the other hand, the paintings stand out when soaked in 

rainwater, turning them a deep red. 

 

The physical site of Pha Daeng offers only a single entry and exit point. One then is 

directed to move in a linear motion to the second and third rock shelter. The paintings 

can be viewed from the shelter floor with little effort placed on the body. They are all 

above the audience, for all present to see. The boundaries of Pha Daeng are defined by 

the physical site itself and movement within it is restricted.   
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Khao Wang Kula 

 

Khao Wang Kula is a long east facing rock shelter. Like Pha Daeng the site is split into 

three distinct painting areas (fig. 4.12). Between the overgrown trees and bamboo, 

views overlook the vast landscape from all three panels (fig. 4.13). A section of the 

Khwae Yai River is in view; however, it would not have been part of the scenic view at 

the time the rock art was painted.  

 

 

 

Figure 4.12. Site plan (front view) of Khao Wang Kula. 
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Figure 4.13. View from Khao Wang Kula. 

 

The rock shelter floor of panel one is flat and solid, measuring 5.2 metres long by five 

metres wide. Its surface area is the smallest out of all the sites in central-western 

Thailand. The rock shelter wall is not flat; it undulates and juts, however, the majority 

of the rock art is concentrated on a relatively flat surface with a few motifs incorporated 

into the undulating surface (fig. 4.14). The rock art is only 0.8 metres from the shelter 

floor, the panel itself measuring approximately five metres long and two metres high. 

This is the only panel of rock art in central-western Thailand that is at eye level. It is in 

reach, accessible and easily viewed. Panel one has a great deal of superimposition of 

anthropomorphs, zoomorphs and unidentified motifs that are relatively well preserved 

considering the level of rockfall, which has exposed the panel to weathering. Streaks 

running down the panel suggest water has trickled down the shelter wall; hence the 

panel displays a few discoloured vertical lines (fig. 4.15). Like panel three of Pha Daeng  
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Figure 4.14. Undulating rock surface, Khao Wang Kula. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4.15. Superimposed motifs, panel one, Khao Wang Kula. 
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one might consider whether this panel also encouraged visitors to leave their mark due 

to heavy superimposition and its easy accessibility. 

 

To the left of panel one a thin walkway encourages further exploration along the shelter 

to panel two, four metres away. The rock art of panel two cannot be seen from panel 

one. Here the rock shelter floor measures 5.6 metres in length by five metres wide and 

the panel of rock art two metres long and six metres high. Panel two can be easily 

bypassed as it only contains three motifs that are camouflaged into the red-grey-yellow 

rock surface. As the shelter wall of panel two ascends it gradually overhangs at a 40 

degree angle, the shelter wall is not smooth, rather it geometrically juts, like a slated 

roof (fig. 4.16). It is on these juts that the rock paintings are located with no fixed 

orientation (fig. 4.17). The paintings are found between 1.6 and 3.4 metres above the 

cave floor. Closest to the shelter floor and painted at an angle is an anthropomorphic 

motif depicted with a staff or weapon. Viewers find themselves tilting their head to the 

left in order to view the figure horizontally. From the left of panel two, a walkway 

beneath the vegetation can be made out guiding you to panel three; its rock art, 

however, is hidden. 

 

The final rock shelter is the largest out of the three measuring at a length of 18.8 metres 

by 7.9 metres wide, with the capacity to hold a large number of 30 or so people. The 

shelter floor is littered with rockfall and amongst the rubble I spot a piece with a partial 

motif on it. The rock art at panel one and two cannot be seen from rock shelter three. 

Again, panel three shares similar views to panel one and two. 
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Figure 4.16. Panel two, Khao Wang Kula. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4.17. Anthropomorphic motif painted on the jut of the rock shelter wall, panel two, Khao 
Wang Kula. 
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The shelter wall of Khao Wang Kula is not flat; it undulates gradually, overhanging 

slightly as the wall ascends (fig. 4.18). To scale this wall would be difficult. Crevices 

and fissures are present to aid a climber. However, even the most competent of climbers 

would find it a challenge, with the loose rock making it a dangerous climb. The panel 

measures approximately eight metres long and two metres high. The paintings are found 

between 1.5 to 3.5 metres above the cave floor, requiring the visitor to look up. The 

paintings run along the shelter wall and can be viewed up close or at a distance to take 

in the whole panel. The paintings are visible from any point in the rock shelter and the 

rock shelter floor provides space for an easy viewing experience. The motifs lack 

intricate detailing and so do not require a close encounter with the art. The best vantage 

point is to observe the art away from the wall.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4.18. Panel three, Khao Wang Kula. 
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Tham Ta Duang 

 

Tham Ta Duang is a small north facing rock shelter with two alcoves and a small cave 

to its right (fig. 19). The rock shelter is open, overlooking the vast landscape including 

distant mountains, systematic farmland and a course of the River Khwae Yai (fig. 4.20). 

The river today is visible from the site; however, in the prehistoric era, it would not 

have been. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.19. Site plan (bird’s eye view) of Tham Ta Duang. 
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Figure 4.20. View from Tham Ta Duang. 
 

On entering the site from a single entry point, one is directly faced with two alcoves, 

each of which contain a panel of rock art (fig. 4.21). A small semi-circular hole, found 

at the bottom of the first alcove, provides a passage way into a small cave (fig. 4.21, 

left). To enter the chamber, one needs to crawl on all fours and contort one’s body 

slightly to pass through it. The cave can also be accessed from the left of Tham Ta 

Duang, by carefully treading along a rocky ledge into a second opening to a small cave. 

From inside, this opening provides a view of the landscape below. The cave floor 

measures approximately five metres long by six metres wide and could accomadate a 

small group of five or so people. The cave, dimly lit and cooling, is an all-encompassing 

shield against the elements. The cave and alcoves provide a sanctuary from the 

sweltering sun and shower storms. Having visited the site in the hottest month of the 

year (April) at the hottest time of the day (12:00-15:00) and having been caught in a 
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rainstorm whilst at the site, the site proved accommodating, protecting me against the 

scorching sun and keeping me dry during a downpour. There is no doubt prehistoric 

hunter-gatherers took advantage of the site’s protective properties. Stone tools found on 

the cave floor suggest it was sporadically occupied. Each time I visited this area of the 

site I would always orientate myself so that I faced the opening of the cave, perhaps 

naturally gravitating to the only source of natural light and view from outside the cave. 

No rock art exists within the cave. 

 

 
Figure 4.21. (left) First alcove with small entry to a neighbouring cave, red line demarcates the 

rock art panel, Tham Ta Duang; (right) Second alcove to the left of the site. 
 

The rock shelter floor measures 8.8 metres long by 9.6 metres wide and is free from any 

vegetation. The space is big enough to hold a reasonably large group of 20 or so people. 

Panel one is located on the alcove to the shelter’s right. The paintings are concentrated 

on the outskirts of the front and side of the alcoves mouth before it falls deep into an 

overarching niche. The rock art at panel one is approximately 3.5 metres above the cave 
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floor and measures approximately five metres across and one metre high. The paintings 

are extremely faint and have deteriorated greatly. The panel surface is dark with a 

black-grey marbling (fig. 4.21, left). Two motifs were visible to the naked eye with a 

few patches or marks of red paint hinting at the presence of others. It was necessary to 

consult prior tracings of the rock art in order to locate the rock art on the wall. In order 

to view the rock art, one’s head has to rotate in a semi-circular formation. Sight of the 

paintings at the front of the cave is lost in the deepest crevice of the alcove; however, 

those on its side are still visible. 

 

Panel two has by far more paintings than panel one. Paintings are found two to four 

metres above the shelter floor on a panel measuring approximately 3.5 metres long and 

three metres high (fig. 4.21, right). Again, some paintings have deteriorated. A scene 

depicting a procession line of anthropomorphs carrying two objects are the highest and 

the most defined of all the motifs. For this reason, they capture one’s attention when the 

site is first entered. Beneath this scene there is a natural red wash stained across the base 

of the shelter wall. Here a line of adorned anthropomorphs is painted approximately two 

metres from the cave floor. There are hints to other motifs present on the panel; 

however, they are too faint to identify. Should the paintings in both panels be well 

defined, no real effort is needed, physically, to view the paintings. They have been 

painted on the shelter walls in such a way that provides a comfortable viewing 

experience for all visitors. The paintings can be easily approached for a closer view to 

pick up the intricate detailing of the motifs or one can stand back, away from the rock 

shelter wall for an overall view. 
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Khao Nong Phuk 

 

Khao Nong Phuk is a rock shelter that is entered from its right passing a natural gap 

between two rocks. The site is south facing, overlooking the landscape made up of 

distant mountains and crop fields (fig. 4.22). It consists of two panels of rock art. One 

located on the shelter wall and another on a pyramid like outcrop (fig. 4.23, 4.24). There 

is a monumental charm about Khao Nong Phuk as one first enters the site and is 

confronted by an imposing pyramid-like outcrop (fig. 4.24). The alcove behind it 

exposes the mountain’s ‘interior’ that is lighter in colour than its exterior, wrapping 

itself around the pyramid-like outcrop (fig. 4.24). The presence of its current occupants 

(macaques) is made acutely known by one’s senses with their droppings coating the 

site’s surface, creating a pungent odour.  Like Pha Daeng, could these sites have been 

well maintained by their prehistoric visitors with fallen trees, remnants of animals or 

rock fall cleared for ritual practise in a sacred pure space? The majority of the surface 

floor, measuring at 25 metres long and six metres wide, is taken up by the pyramid-like 

outcrop. Centred directly in the middle of the rock shelter one is directed to move 

around it in a circular motion. Manoeuvring around the site is not smooth, the shelter 

floor is carpeted with rockfall, so much so that the shelter floor beneath is hidden, 

forcing one to tread carefully to avoid trips and falls.  

 

Panel one wraps around the concave rock shelter wall and runs along the right side of it. 

The panel measures approximately eight metres wide by four metres high and is located 

between five to 1.5 metres above the shelter floor. Those paintings at the highest point 

of the panel are well protected from the elements, as it is set back, protected by the rock 

shelter’s overhang. Hence their preservation is far better than those found at the bottom 
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of the panel and at the right side of the shelter wall, which have been exposed to the 

elements. It requires raising the head to look up at the rock art and moving it in a semi-

circular rotation from left to right. When viewed head on, the rock shelter wall is not 

obstructed by the outcrop before it. It is possible to scale the rock shelter wall due to the 

concave formation nature of the wall providing a natural ledge to paint or get a closer 

view of the art from. The whole panel, however, is best viewed furthest away from the 

shelter wall, standing directly before it.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.22. View from Khao Nong Phuk. 
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Figure 4.23. Site Plan (frontal view) of Khao Nong Phuk. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4.24. Khao Nong Phuk rock shelter. 
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The boulder directly before the rock shelter wall to a certain degree shields the shelter 

wall behind it. Having done so, paintings executed on the frontal face of the boulder, 

measuring at its widest approximately two metres long by three metres high, have taken 

the brunt of weathering. Faint signs of motifs and stain washes on the front of the 

boulder suggest it once bore more paintings than are presently visible. The boulder can 

be scaled, giving a closer view of the rock art from a higher perspective; however, I 

never attempted to see it from that standpoint in respect of the motifs and their 

preservation. If these paintings held any significance to prehistoric peoples, perhaps like 

me, respect was paid towards them and climbing over them was possibly prohibited 

and/or considered sacrilege or greatly disrespectful. 

 

Tham Roop 

 

Tham Roop is a vast west facing rock shelter with a fine view overlooking the jungle 

canopy towards the Burmese frontier. The landscape beyond is untouched, a profusion 

of luxuriantly viridescent jungle. Acts of illegal logging has yet to leave its scars, with 

no man-made dams, cemented roads or farmland in sight. Out of all the rock art sites in 

central-western Thailand today, views looking out from Tham Roop are quite possibly 

the closest to that of a prehistoric landscape (fig. 4.25). The site feels open and bright, a 

direct contrast from the dark jungle I had been encapsulated in during the three hour 

hike. Not much can be heard from the site apart from the sound of birdcalls and bird 

song – a testament to its remote location.  
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Figure 4.25 View from Tham Roop. 
 

The vast rock shelter of Tham Roop is V-shaped measuring at its widest 11.3 metres by 

16.8 metres long, providing enough space to hold a large congregation of people. The 

rock shelter contains two panels of rock art (fig. 4.26).  Tham Roop has the largest 

surface floor area out of all the six rock art sites of central-western Thailand.  There are 

patches of vegetative growth on the shelter floor, with a heavy covering of rockfall of 

varying sizes, none of which however impede on the rock art itself. A dead tree stands 

at the centre of the rock shelter (fig. 4.27). My guide tells me that it used to blossom 

yellow flowers that could be seen from afar – standing out against the grey limestone 

mountain and green jungle. Remnants of the Thai-Danish expedition in 1962 were still 

present. Nielsen (1962) commissioned local helpers to construct a ladder up the almost 

vertical fissure to explore a large cave above, rumoured to contain paintings and many 

stone implements. The structure, made from tree branches and bamboo, has now 

collapsed resting like match sticks between the fissures (fig. 4.28). A short report on the 
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activities and results of the expedition was published in the Journal of the Siam Society 

(Nielsen, 1962: 10) stating that faint traces of paintings were found in a very small cave 

with no implements. Due to the lack of climbing equipment and pressures on time, I 

was unfortunately unable to verify if the cave above contained any paintings. The 

fissure at Tham Roop could be scaled, but the painted rock shelter wall, which lies flat, 

would be difficult to climb. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.26. Site Plan (frontal view) of Tham Roop. 
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Figure 4.27 Tham Roop rock shelter.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4.28 Remnants of the 1962 Thai-Danish expedition at Tham Roop. 
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Rock art panel one is found on the shelter wall to the left and panel two to the right. 

Both panels are found on the flat surface of the wall. A general overview of the two 

panels can be taken in if one stands in the middle of the widest part of the rock shelter. 

However, the detail of the motifs from this standpoint is lost, calling for the visitor to 

move closer. One naturally begins at panel one, to the left. The paintings are 

approximately 2.5 metres from the rock shelter floor, requiring one to look up. I moved 

across the panel, taking in the detail and trying to visually separate the superimposed 

motifs. One moves along the panel slowly. It is dense with motifs; time is taken to 

absorb it visually. Attention is also paid to the ground, stepping over or moving around 

rockfall, which intermittently disturbs a continuous linear viewing experience. A rocky 

incline from the surface floor up the fissure can be scaled to get nearer to a few motifs 

that are close to the fissure’s crease. 

 

Rockfall at times functioned as viewing platforms or as places to sit. It is worth 

considering that all rock shelters, whether they contained rock art or not, likely 

experienced rockfall even in the prehistoric era. Rockfall of varying sizes would have 

littered the cave floor. It is possible that, like me, prehistoric visitors would have 

utilised the rocks the same way I did, to sit or stand on in order to get closer to or view 

the rock art more comfortably. They may have moved the more manageable rock 

fragments in order to clear the space for ritual activity or used smaller rockfall as raw 

material to knap into a functional stone tool.  Fragments of rock may also have been 

taken away as a token of their visit, serving as memory aids and as small physical 

manifestations of their journey and of the place they visited. 
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Panel two features much less rock art. Continuing one’s gaze from panel one, naturally 

one begins on the left hand side of the wall. The paintings close to the fissure’s crease 

are obscured by vegetation, which had to be pushed aside to reveal motifs hidden 

behind it. The paintings are approximately 2.5 metres from the rock shelter floor, again 

directing one to look up to view them.  

 

Khao Plara 

 

Khao Plara is a vast east facing rock shelter containing a single panel of rock art (fig. 

4.29). The site overlooks the wide reaching alluvial plains below, cross-sectioned by 

orchards and farmland (fig. 4.30). Reaching Khao Plara, the claustrophobia that is 

occasioned on its ascent by the all-encompassing jungle rescinds as one reaches the 

open and bright space of Khao Plara rock shelter. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.29. Site Plan (frontal view) of Khao Plara. 
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Figure 4.30 View from Khao Plara. 
 

The rock shelter floor measures 12.6 metres long by 6.8 metres wide and gently inclines 

to the west (fig. 4.31). It has the ability to hold large numbers of people and certainly 

has enough room to carry out a ritual ceremony with participants and spectators. 

Vegetation and a few new-born trees have sprouted here and there across the shelter 

floor, with a generous covering of rockfall of varying sizes. There is a grandeur about 

Khao Plara, occasioned by the size of the rock shelter and the vast shelter walls that 

tower either side of the visitor. The shelter wall itself is flat and would be difficult to 

climb. To scale the rock shelter itself would be a magnificent feat – achievable if one 

had the strength, courage and experience. 
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Figure 4.31 Khao Plara rock shelter. 

 

Khao Plara consists of only one panel of rock art located on the left wall of the rock 

shelter. Motifs are painted between 0.5 to seven metres above the cave floor, requiring 

the visitor to look both up and down. The panel can be viewed as a whole if one stands 

back in the middle of the panel and directly before it. Detail in the paintings are lost at 

such a distance. To view their intricacies the visitor is forced to come closer to the 

panel. One naturally begins at the left side of the panel gradually moving along it. The 

path is not linear however, as one needs to manoeuvre around or over fallen rock. An 

extremely large boulder has fallen from a great height as evidenced by the gaping hole 

left in the rock shelter overhang above, narrowly missing the shelter wall. It now sits 

directly in front of the panel, a sign propped up on its summit reads in Thai: ‘Do not 
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scratch on prehistoric images’. The fallen boulder obstructs a frontal view of a large 

adorned anthropomorph and bovine motif, as well as a number of superimposed black 

motifs, too far and faint to identify without getting up close. One is forced to view it at a 

side angle from the left or right of the boulder. It is possible to scale the boulder, which 

gets you closer to the paintings, however, as a relatively recent addition to the rock 

shelter floor the original artist(s) and their audience did not view the paintings this way, 

at least not from the present boulder. Such a viewing position may have been attainable 

using scaffolding or sitting on the shoulders of a fully-grown person.  

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

 

By describing my phenomenological experience of journeying to and being at each rock 

art site in central-western Thailand a direct comparison can be made to previous 

phenomenological investigations of the journeys to reach them. What becomes apparent 

is a sensory and corporeal transgression from ascending difficult, often dangerous 

terrain, where trees and vegetation overpowers and engulfs the traveller creating a dark 

and claustrophobic space to finally emerging out and into a bright, open rock shelter, 

close to the mountain’s summit. Feet now meet with flat, solid and safe terrain. The sky 

in full view, one feels as though they have reached and met with it, views now no longer 

obstructed by the jungle canopy overlook it, along with scenes of the vast landscape 

below. 

 

All rock art sites in central-western Thailand are found in rock shelters. For the most 

part, the kind of place where a panel was painted is unique to the site. Pha Daeng and 

Khao Wang Kula presented rock art in three distinct linear painting episodes across 
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their respective rock shelters. Khao Plara and Tham Roop are found in V-shaped 

fissure’s whereas Tham Roop utilised both walls and Khao Plara only one. Tham Ta 

Duang is unique in that two panels feature in two concave alcoves, one of which is 

connected to an unadorned cave. Paintings are found on a pyramid like outcrop in the 

middle of Khao Nong Phuk with a panel of rock art featured on the rock shelter wall 

behind. These spaces are anomalies within the landscape moving away from the 

monotony of the rough and rugged acclivitous mountainside that is not only physically 

distinctive, but experientially different too.  

 

Lee (2002) found with the petroglyphs of Hawai’i that surfaces seemingly unsuitable 

for the production of rock art were sought and smooth rock faces largely ignored; rather 

there was a preference to peck on openings in the earth: inside caves, fissures or 

collapsed lava tubes – locales that may connect to the underworld and their residing 

spirits. She is unsurprised that such places were considered ritually significant and 

marked with images of supernatural power. These natural openings in the Earth’s crust 

relate to entrances or access points to the underworld and the powers therein. Early 

accounts of native Hawai’ian world-views describe an underworld (pō) or land of spirits 

and its opposite, light (ao), concepts alluding to Mother Earth (Papa) and Father Sky 

(Wākea) – key elements in understanding religious beliefs in Polynesia (Lee, 2002: 81). 

 

Whilst the rock art of central-western Thailand has been painted on flat rock surfaces, 

they to belong and are part of larger fissures, alcoves and cliff faces that form 

monumental rock shelters. The imposing fissures of Tham Roop and Khao Plara tear 

into their respective mountains fracturing it and pulling them apart. The alcoves of 

Tham Ta Duang and Khao Nong Phuk appear as if scooped out from the mountainside, 
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with Pha Daeng and Khao Wang Kula receiving flush cuts, like deep gashes, into their 

mountainsides. It is in these spaces that we find rock art in the western region of 

Thailand – locations that could metaphorically be considered interiors of the Earth’s 

crust, exposing its inner core, releasing that which resides there or provide entry to a 

‘new’ world. Rock art is placed not on the Earth’s outer surface, rather within it. If 

prehistoric people of central-western Thailand conceived of a tripartite (celestial, 

terrestrial, and subterrestrial) universe, placing rock art in these ‘interior’ surfaces 

ensured they would lie close to the underworld. In this sense, we can think of these 

surfaces with rock art gaining significance in their association with place and that the 

process of being marked heightened the significance of the places themselves, 

inscribing them with the powers and associations that essentially made them special. 

 

The rock paintings of central-western Thailand are bound within the confines of the 

sites and movement within them restricted. Each site has its own boundaries making 

them accessible from a single point, be that either from the left or right of the rock 

shelter – there appears to be no absolute rule on the orientation of entry. The contained 

site separates its visitors from the world beyond and for the duration of the visit offers a 

kind of sanctuary from the outside world. To move outside of its borders one suffers, 

once again, from the experiences gained journeying to the site – re-entering a dark 

realm with rugged and difficult terrain. The naturally defining boundaries of each site 

direct and restrict movement within them. Pha Daeng and Khao Wang Kula require 

linear movement from one rock shelter to another. For the remaining four sites 

movement is concentrated in one space. 
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Rock art was made in places that already existed. It may, therefore, seem unfitting to 

compare a rock art site to a gallery, which is often built around what is being exhibited. 

However, a curator of a gallery decides where to place an artwork, what colour the 

walls should be, how they should be lit and how the rooms should be constructed to 

determine the visitor’s path. Galleries are designed to provide visitors with certain 

experiences, catering typically for an easy and comfortable viewing experience of 

artwork set against flat surfaces in spacious rooms, well-lit and at eye level, with 

benches to assist weary feet. Now consider the rock art sites of central-western 

Thailand. Parallels can be made to that of a gallery, in that the rock art of central-

western Thailand is largely found on vertical surfaces, high up on the wall for everyone 

present to see. The rock shelters are capable of holding at least 20 people, some sites 

even more. Overall, a comfortable viewing experience of the paintings, at least, is had at 

each rock art site. But was the viewing experience of paramount importance at these 

sites? Given that they can be viewed fairly easily by anyone, no matter where you are 

positioned at the site, this would suggest that it was certainly of importance, but what is 

the significance of this? In the same way that we cannot, with any level of certainty, 

know what kind of ritual activity took place at the sites, whether it involved 

performance, sacrifice, hallucinogenic transgressions, or daring challenges, we cannot 

be sure of the meaning behind this seemingly inclusive placement of the rock art. 

However, there is one thing we can be sure of, prehistoric artists/society chose where to 

put the rock art, and thus chose how the rock art could be seen. Returning to the analogy 

of a gallery, whilst the gallery visitor may merely ‘view’ passively what is being 

exhibited, conversely, they can interact with it, getting closer, thinking about the work 

and what it means. They are also still required to make certain choices and to move 

through the gallery. What is evident from my phenomenological descriptions of each 
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site and its rock art in central-western Thailand is that the paintings are not just looked 

at from a distance; the paintings and the physical site are experienced corporeally and 

sensorially through one’s entire body. 

 

The large confined areas of the rock art sites, which appear to be natural arenas to hold 

large crowds of people suggest that whatever activity took place, whether alongside or 

separate to the production of rock art, there was an element of performance which 

required a space for an audience. ‘Performance’ can take a number of forms, however 

the journeys to the sites and the physicality of the rock art sites and of the rock art 

motifs themselves, suggests that the performances may have been ritual in nature.  The 

role of ritual in the rock art of central-western Thailand has been alluded to at various 

moments throughout this research. The preference for naturally confined places for the 

creation of rock art could imply that they are sacralised spaces, where ritual 

performances may have taken place. 

 

There are no impressive acoustic properties at the rock art sites of central-western 

Thailand, such that is found, for example, in Birnin Kudu, Nigeria, where several rock 

gongs found 100 feet from painted caves can be played like a glockenspiel (Fagg, 1956) 

or the echolocation as found on sound-reflecting surfaces with rock art in Baume Brune, 

France and Valle d’lvidoro, Italy (Mattioli et al, 2017). Rather, sounds from the alluvial 

plains can be perfectly heard at each rock art site and sounds from the site reach far 

distances across the landscape. At each site sounds can be heard coming both from and 

external to the rock art site. This opens up many possibilities around participation in 

activities at the rock art sites – participation can be both passive and active; perhaps 

sounds were made from the rock art site to be heard by those on the plains. Should 
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music or chanting have occurred as part of a ritual at the site this would have travelled 

across the plains, commanding attention to the mountain and what is taking place there.  

Conversely, noise could have been made by those outside of the site, to be heard by 

those at the rock art site. Additionally, there could have been a two-way exchange, 

giving those not able or invited to take part in the activity within the rock art site an 

opportunity to be a part of it, although at a distance. Music has the power to amplify in 

the landscape and thus carry its meaning too. Unlike the placement of rock art, where its 

location in the landscape is unequivocal, the role of sound is not certain at all. This does 

not exempt sound from having a role, in whatever way, with rock art; rather the acoustic 

possibilities offer potential, whether as insights or discussions, into the experiences of 

Prehistoric people.  

 

A direct comparison of being at rock art sites to other contemporaneous sites within the 

region presents a distinct contrast between their phenomenological experiences. Once 

again, I draw on my phenomenological investigations into the log coffin sites of central-

western Thailand, specifically Tham Ruea located in Thap Sila Village, Chong Sadao 

Sub-District, Mueang District, Kanchanaburi Province. Entering into the mouth of 

Tham Ruea one carefully walks down, aided by torchlight, into a dark abyss. I am 

guided through the site by the head of Thap Sila Village, who warns me to check the 

surface before every hand placement as a number of lethal insects occupy caves in the 

area. Upon reaching flat ground I am met with an environment very different from the 

one I descended. The beauties of the chamber are lost, however, in its complete 

darkness and only revealed, forcibly, by artificial light. The naturally formed cavern is 

magnificent, with stalagmites and stalactites creating organic structural forms that 

glisten when illuminated. Wooden log coffins have been pushed to the sides of the cave 
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to make way for a sheet of tarpaulin laid flat on the cave floor to catch falling guano 

from the resident bats hanging above. As is to be expected, burial gifts are no longer in 

situ, I am told the cave was looted approximately 20 years ago. Surprisingly,  there are 

no traces of human bones or pottery shards on the cave floor. The soil is heavily 

disturbed and constantly turned over. Shards of wood from the coffins scatter the edges 

of the cave floor. Only the bodies of two log coffins remain completely intact; one of 

which is set aside and away from any guano collecting apparatus. Upon it lie offerings 

(garlands) in respect of any spirits that may dwell within it. Architecturally, this burial 

chamber has a heavy impact on one’s senses. I felt removed from the outside world, my 

thoughts meditated on those who had rested there. There was a somber and solemn 

atmosphere created both by the archaeological content and the natural architecture that 

encompassed it. At one point our torchlights were switched off. I was enveloped in 

absolute darkness and silence. I found myself in the environment in which these burials 

had been resting 2,000 years ago – undisturbed before its discovery. Here we find, like 

at rock art sites, a space that could be considered to be within the ‘interior’ of the 

mountain or earth. Despite this common feature, it provides a totally different 

phenomenological experience to those found at rock art sites. These two spaces, 

charged with meaning, were likely for separate ritual activities: one that possibly relates 

to entering another spiritual world at death (in caves), and the other worshipping the 

supernatural for spiritual gain, in say, hunting or farming in this world (at rock shelters). 

 

4.5. Context: Summary 

 

The visual nature of rock art may blind us to the non-visible aspects of the landscape, 

the site and its images. Each component, when explored phenomenologically, has a 
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direct influence on a visitor’s sensorial and corporeal experience of place and its art. For 

rock art is not just observed; it is experienced with the entire body. Having done so in 

this chapter, my phenomenological investigations revealed the efficacy the landscape, 

rock art sites and its images has on a visitor and their shared significance to the meaning 

of central-western Thai rock art. Moreover, it has also exposed the possible concept of a 

prehistoric belief system that involves journeying to a rock art site to communicate with 

the spiritual world. It took great effort to visit these rock art sites. One had to endure a 

strenuous and often dangerous upward climb in dark and enclosed jungle to reach the 

site. Upon arrival, the environment is the complete opposite from the one previously 

battled through. Level, safe terrain meets an open rock shelter that looks out over vast 

landscapes. The difficulties faced in reaching the site would have provided a sense of 

accomplishment and enhanced the efficacy of the message. These open rock shelters are 

anomalies in the landscape that break away from the rugged mountainous terrain that 

covers the majority of the central-western region of Thailand. Carved into the side of 

the mountain, rock shelters expose the mountains interior, providing entry points into 

which the immortal world can be contacted by marking the internal walls that separates 

this world from theirs. Moving around each site one is restricted by the safety of the 

sanctuaries boundaries and if stepped out of, one falls back into dark and dangerous 

terrain. Sites are big enough to hold large crowds of people and for ritual performances 

to take place. Sounds can reach the alluvial plains and vice versa, calling for a possible 

two-way exchange, involving the participation of those unable or unfit to enter the site. 

The art itself is presented high above the cave floor, in view for all in attendance to see. 

Detailed motifs and scenes are painted in a manner that captures the audience and are 

painted at great heights that require them to be observed at a distance. Conversely, 

superimposed motifs on accessible panels invite observers to leave their mark.  
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Producers of central-western Thai rock art were acutely aware and consciously 

considered where to place rock art within the landscape, what experiences would be 

afforded when journeying to and being at the site, and how the paintings would be 

exhibited within its confines. Under threat of falling short of what I preach by 

neglecting the visual aspects of rock art, the next chapter explores the content of the 

rock art in detail and some suggestions are made regarding what the images represent 

and embody. 
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5 

 

 

Central-western Thai Rock Art: Content 
 

 

Largely descriptive in nature, this chapter will approach the content of the rock art in 

two ways. First, a general overview of the rock art is given, followed by a description of 

the different categories commonly shared amongst the sites, their frequency, motif 

associations and the possible significance attached to the images. The second half of 

this chapter will analyse the rock art on a site-by-site basis, looking at the images as 

scenes, relationally and in their overall panel context. Realisations are made that whilst 

there is a common stylistic theme in the rock art of central-western Thailand, separately, 

the sites and specific images may have a significance of their own that could be group 

specific or significant to an individual or family unit within the community.  

 

Before turning to discussions on the content of the rock art, several important points 

must first be emphasised. ‘Style’ has been and still is a core approach in the 

archaeology and anthropology of art. The normative culture-history framework first 

developed the concept of ‘style’.  It conceived style as a set of mental rules that 

operated within a broader set of shared cultural norms and ideas, which were in turn 

reflected in the creation of images with recurrent features (Breuil, 1952; Leroi-Gourhan, 

1968). This concept of style was used as an analytical tool in rock art studies to 

distinguish particular rock art traditions from each other (for example, Palaeolithic and 

post-Palaeolithic rock art in southern Europe (Breuil, 1920)), and later to construct 

chronological phases, whereby styles became chronological indicators for relative 
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dating (Hallström 1938; Breuil 1952, 1955–1975; Leroi-Gourhan 1967; Anati 1976). Its 

concept has been widely debated within anthropology and archaeology (Hodder, 1982a; 

Wiessner, 1983, 1989; Conkey & Hastorf, 1990; Layton, 1991; Carr & Neitzel, 1995). 

The shortcomings of such a theoretical framework have been less rigorously challenged 

by rock art researchers (Francis, 2001), with some advocating to abandon it altogether 

(Lorblanchet & Bahn, 1993). In the late seventies we see a move from treating style 

from a passive etic perspective to an active emic one, whereby style is featured in social 

and ideological uses of material culture. In this context, style is seen as an active factor 

in the production and manipulation of material culture, which stems from human agency 

and can be used as a source of power. Thus, it has a crucial effect on the social lives of 

those involved in the creation, display and circulation of artefacts fashioned with a 

particular style, operating within a particular context.  

 

Whilst conscious that a uniform definition of ‘style’ is lacking, the starting point of any 

stylistic research is to define what is meant by ‘style’ and the scale at which stylistic 

variations would be defined. A regional central-western Thai ‘style’ of rock art is 

defined here by technique of manufacture, colour of paint, type of figures, body shape, 

posture and whether adorned or unadorned.  The categories of ‘style’ adopted in this 

chapter are artificial constructs imposed onto the rock art, isolating and disassociating 

the images from their context. Despite being problematic in this sense, they create a 

useful framework to discuss the rock art and a way of exploring and presenting the 

formal attributes or features commonly shared amongst the rock art motifs of central-

western Thailand. It also highlights any dissimilarity in its assemblage. Thus, in this 

study, the preliminary grouping and descriptive process of isolating and distinguishing 

styles is not viewed as an end in itself, but as a step with further research implications. 
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5.1 Overview of Rock Art 

 

All rock art sites in central-western Thailand are painted on limestone rock. Despite two 

sites being named, Tham (Tham Ta Duang and Tham Roop), translated as cave and 

another site named, Pha (Pha Daeng), translated as cliff in Thai, all prehistoric rock 

paintings of central-western Thailand are found in rock shelters. Pha Daeng today 

appears as a cliff, although it is believed by locals to have once been a vast rock shelter 

that experienced considerable rock-fall over time. All paintings are found on the rock 

shelter walls, with the exception of Khao Nong Phuk where paintings also feature on a 

pyramid-like outcrop. 

 

The rock art at all six sites are painted in red, except for Khao Plara, where images in 

black overlay red motifs. The paint appears to be composed of the natural earth 

pigment, ochre (red) – sources of which are found close to the sites. In the case of black 

motifs found at Khao Plara, images are created in charcoal. Both pigments are 

combined with an unknown binder (the ‘glue’ that binds the pigment together and to 

surfaces): possibly, but not limited to, tree sap, plant extract, animal fat, saliva or blood 

(human or animal). This is an assumption, as no tests have yet been carried out to 

determine the exact organic composition of the pigment used in central-western Thai 

rock art. Due to the oxidising nature of iron in the pigment, there is variation in colour 

depth amongst the images. Their present shades of red and black more than likely do 

not represent their original depth of colour. 

 

Painting techniques are consistent across all sites. Images are painted directly onto the 

surface with no prior surface preparation. On close inspection of the images it appears 
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pigment was applied directly with fingers. However, the intricate detailing on adorned 

bovines, the defined calves of an anthropomorph and the fine decorative lines of a 

geometric motif suggest that the paint may have also been applied using a brush. Wood 

and bamboo can easily be fashioned into a paintbrush handle, with human or animal 

hair bound to its end to form bristles. Materials are easily accessible en route and within 

immediate proximity to each site. Khao Plara is the only site evidencing use of dry 

unprepared charcoal ‘chalked’ onto the rock shelter wall. All sites have images painted 

at heights that are unreachable from the rock shelter floor. It is speculated that a ladder 

or scaffolding was constructed out of bamboo or wood in order to reach inaccessible 

surfaces. 

 

Images are typically painted on flat vertical surfaces. Some images have been 

‘incorporated’ into the natural contours of the rock, as found at Khao Wang Kula, Tham 

Roop and Khao Nong Phuk, where for example, at the latter site dots are painted inside 

a circular depression of the rock wall. Images are usually arranged across the surface 

wall in distinct panels. Panels are often separated physically and topographically 

between 0.5 to ten metres apart. There is no fixed orientation in which the sites face. 

Almost all the images are painted vertically, apart from two motifs at Khao Wang Kula 

that are at a 90 and 120 degree angle. 

 

Motifs are painted either in outline or silhouette, or a combination of both styles.  

Images are often grouped together and depict scenes, however, individual motifs do 

occur. Superimposition is common practice at all the sites and is typically concentrated 

on just one panel. Khao Plara is the only site with superimposed red and black motifs. 

The black motifs seem to have been applied after the red images were painted, as black 
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overlays red pigment. The black pigment is faint and the majority of motifs are too 

difficult to identify due to colour desaturation and overlapping. There does not seem to 

be any order to the position of black motifs. The images ‘chalked’ in black are drawn 

freely, with no obvious order. We also find some black images incorporated into 

existing red motifs. For example, we find at Khao Plara the outline of a painted red 

bovine and anthropomorph with its abdomen chalked in with black. The same image is 

also surrounded by faint depictions of anthropomorphs and bovines in black, as if they 

were incorporated into a scene depicting a hunting party and a herd of bovine. The 

precise date of either the red or black pigment used in central-western Thai rock art has 

yet to be determined. What is evident at Khao Plara, however, is that black pigment was 

applied after the application of red, but how long after is undeterminable. The rock art 

of central-western Thailand is heavily affected by rock-fall and weathering, with some 

sites, notably Khao Wang Kula, deteriorating at a faster rate than others. 

 

5.2. Commonly Shared Categories 

 

A total of 593 motifs were recorded across all six rock art sites of central-western 

Thailand. These have been categorised into groups of anthropomorphs, zoomorphs, 

geometric and ‘other’ (those that do not fit into the previous categories) motifs. Of the 

593 rock art motifs of central-western Thailand, 116 of them are classified as 

unidentified motifs. This category is primarily made up of images that are in a bad state 

of preservation and as a result too difficult to categorise and identify with any level of 

certainty. They make up approximately 20% of all recorded motifs in central-western 

Thailand. 
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5.2.1. Anthropomorphs 

 

Anthropomorphs are present at all six rock art sites and is by far the most dominant and 

frequently depicted motif, outnumbering most categories present at each site. There is 

an exception, however, at Khao Nong Phuk, where geometric motifs (114) greatly 

exceed more than five times the number of anthropomorphs (21). A total of 258 

anthropomorphic motifs were recorded across the six rock art sites, making up 

approximately 44% of all motifs recorded in central-western Thailand (fig. 5.1). They 

have been categorised into four groups: stick figures, adorned and unadorned 

anthropomorphs and therianthropes.  

 

Generally, anthropomorphic motifs lack any signs of age or gender distinction. 

However, there are examples of ambiguous representations of the male sex amongst 

stick figured anthropomorphs where the torso extends further down between their legs; 

possibly a phallus or alternatively a piece of clothing such as a loincloth. Shoocongdej 

(2001: 199) boldly assigns the female gender to individual anthropomorphic motifs if 

they are depicted with triangular heads, a dress (as found at Pha Daeng) or if the figure 

appears to be ‘fatter’ than others (as found at Khao Plara). Reasons why 

anthropomorphic motifs with triangular heads are singled out as female are not given. 

Similarly, figures apparently wearing dresses are simply assumed female. Shoocongdej 

(2002: 201) further assigns gender to anthropomorphic motifs by their associated 

activities in the rock art. Anthropomorphs playing musical instruments are activities 

associated with women, and those carrying objects, shooting arrows, hunting or 

ploughing are activities associated with men. She also attempts to identify children in 

the art by comparing their size in relation to other anthropomorphic figures  
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Total 

 
A

nt
hr

op
om

or
ph

s Stick Figures 6 3 42 5 78 14 148 

Adorned 17 17 16  5 2 57 

Unadorned 7 1 2 20 7 4 41 

Therianthrope 1 5 1 3 1 1 12 

 
Zo

om
or

ph
s 

Deer     1  1 
Monkey     1  1 
Dog 2 5   4  11 
Turtle  1   1  2 
Bovine 2 13  1  2 18 
Cockerel  1  2   3 
Frog  1     1 

 
G

eo
m

et
ric

 

Rectangle   1  28 20 49 
Diamond     3 1 4 
Chevron Arrows     18  18 
Swirl    1 1  2 
Triangle     1  1 
Funnel      3 3 
Crosses     2  2 
Circle   1    1 
Square      3 3 
Dots     2 87 89 

 
O

th
er

 Hand     1  1 
Multi-Ray   1  2 4 7 
Spear 1     1 2 
Unidentified 10 41 17 11 22 15 116 

 Total 46 88 81 43 178 157 593 
 

Figure. 5.1. Inventory of motifs in the rock art of central-western Thailand. 
 

 



 

 
 

191 

(Shoocongdej, 2002: 199). The generalisations made, lack of critique and rigorous 

exploration of other possible interpretations, such as, differing anthropomorphic size 

potentially depicting depth of perspective in a scene as opposed to representing children 

and adults, renders Shoocongdej’s interpretations simplistic and shrouded with 

prejudice and bias. As her research is the only extensive investigation into three (Tham 

Ta Duang, Khao Plara and Pha Daeng) of the six rock art sites of central-western 

Thailand, Shoocongdej’s work will be further explored and critiqued when the rock art 

is analysed on a site-by-site basis in the second half of this chapter. 

 

Anthropomorphic motifs are on the whole painted upright, the exception being a 

horizontally depicted anthropomorph at Khao Wang Kula. They are rarely depicted in 

isolation. Rather they are grouped and make up part of a scene that dominates the rock 

art spatially and visually. Anthropomorphs vary in detail from simple stick figures to 

being more anatomically defined; and while their quantities vary between each site, 

their style is consistent throughout. 

 

Anthropomorphic Stick Figures 

 

In terms of form, anthropomorphic stick figures are usually characterised by a vertical 

straight line representing the anthropomorphs torso, with arms and legs protruding from 

either side. The torso is extended above the arms to depict the anthropomorphs head and 

often defined further by rounding the top of the torso (fig. 5.2). Anthropomorphic stick 

figures make up a count of 148 out of the 258 anthropomorphs recorded in central-

western Thailand. A large proportion of this total form a linear line of  anthropomorphic 

stick figures, examples of which can be found at Tham Ta Duang (19 anthropomorphs),  
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Figure. 5.2. Example of a stick figure anthropomorphic motif, Tham Roop (D-Stretch with YRD 
matrix). 

 

Tham Roop (55 anthropomorphs) and Khao Nong Phuk (13 anthropomorphs) (fig. 5.3). 

The original number of stick figures may exceed this amount, however, as deteriorated 

areas along them prohibit a full count. 

 

The configuration of anthropomorphs systematically lined up in this manner suggests 

for a possible procession that may represent several possibilities, such as a march, 

dance, or ceremonial procession. Such a practice is frequently performed at a variety of 

ceremonies during funerals, weddings, rites of passage and New Year celebrations 

across the world. The procession line of stick figured anthropomorphs at Khao Plara  
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Figure. 5.3. Linear line of stick figure anthropomorphs at (above) Tham Ta Duang; (middle) 
Tham Roop (DStretch with LDS matrix); (bottom) Khao Nong Phuk (DStretch with YXX 

matrix). 
 

 



 

 
 

194 

and Khao Nong Phuk consists solely of anthropomorphs in a frontal view. Tham Ta 

Duang, however, depicts two motifs (circle and rectangle with inner circle motif) 

integrated amongst a procession of anthropomorphs in profile. These two motifs, 

perhaps representing objects for ceremonial purposes, are key motifs possibly linking 

the prehistoric material culture of the region to the rock art and will be explored later in 

this chapter. Generally, stick figured anthropomorphs are associated with a variety of 

motifs, although there are rare exceptions where they are found in isolation from other 

motifs. 

 

Adorned Anthropomorphs 

 

When individually counted, anthropomorphic stick figures make up a large proportion 

of the total number of anthropomorphic motifs recorded in central-western Thailand.  

But when viewing the rock art as a whole these figures are spatially and visually 

overshadowed by the size and elaborate depiction of anthropomorphs with headdresses, 

loincloths, shoulder feathers or bracelets (fig. 5.4). A total of 57 adorned 

anthropomorphic motifs are depicted across the six rock art sites of central-western 

Thailand.  

 

Adorned anthropomorphs are typically larger in size compared to other unadorned 

anthropomorphs and are often painted in greater detail and precision. Adorned 

anthropomorphs are measured at their largest, 100 centimetres at Khao Plara and their 

smallest, 15 centimetres at Pha Daeng. They are measured against anthropomorphic 

stick figures that are measured at their largest, 25 centimetres at Tham Ta Duang and 

their smallest, three centimetres at Tham Roop. Anthropomorphs are rarely depicted  



 

 
 

195 

 
Figure. 5.4. Three examples of adorned anthropomorphic motifs. (left) Anthropomorph with 

loincloth, shoulder feathers and headdress, Pha Daeng; (middle) Anthropomorph with loincloth 
and headdress, Tham Ta Duang (DStretch with LDS matrix); (right) Anthropomorph with 

loincloth, headdress and bangles, Khao Plara. 
 

alone. They frequently appear grouped with other adorned anthropomorphs, zoomorphs 

or geometric motifs that often make up ‘scenes’, which will be explored site-by-site in 

the second part of this chapter. 

 

All four forms of adornment are not always depicted in every adorned anthropomorphic 

motif. Present combinations are: anthropomorph with headdress; loincloth; headdress 

and loincloth; shoulder feathers; loincloth and shoulder feathers; headdress, loincloth 

and shoulder feathers; loincloth and bracelet; loincloth, bracelet and headdress (fig. 5.4). 

Headdresses and loincloths are the most common form of adornment. Headdresses 

radiate upwards and fan out from the top of an anthropomorph’s head. These feathered 

offshoots vary in number, from as little as one to as many as 12 per anthropomorphic 

figure. Loincloths fall either side of the torso and some anthropomorphs are depicted 

with a feathered bustle. Two feathers pluming from either side of an anthropomorphs 
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shoulder is one of the rarest forms of adornment – one is depicted at Tham Ta Duang 

and four at Pha Daeng (fig. 5.4, left). Another is found on three anthropomorphs at 

Khao Plara that depict a unique adornment of their own – rectangles painted on their 

wrists, possibly as bangles (fig. 5.4, right). 

 

To date, no material evidence for headdresses, loincloths or shoulder feathers has been 

uncovered in the prehistoric archaeological record of the region. These items are likely 

to have been made from organic materials, particularly headdresses, and thus 

degradable and undetectable in the region’s archaeological record. But fragments of 

bronze bangles were excavated as burial gifts, approximately 35 kilometres from Khao 

Plara rock art site, at Ban Lum Kao in Nong Khayang District, Uthai Thani Province. 

Excavations revealed burials richly furnished with pottery, polished stone tools, animal 

bones, rings, anklets and stone beads (Napintu, 1988). Bronze bangles are commonly 

found in Neolithic burials of central-western Thailand. Fragments or complete examples 

have been discovered at contemporary sites, Tham Ongbah, located approximately 100 

kilometres from Khao Plara, and within linear interments at Ban Kao and Ban Don Tha 

Phet in the lowlands of southern Kanchanaburi (Sørensen, 1988: 100). Their presence is 

an unlikely indicator of the burials hierarchical position; rather the quality and quantity 

of items previously mentioned and any objects of exotic origin, such as bronze drums, 

are likely signs of a burials status, wealth and situation in the community. Their regular 

occurrence in Neolithic burials, regardless of the status of the individual, could infer 

from a Peircean semiotic or symbolic analysis, a groups tribal identity through self-

decoration. The Hamiba of northern Namibia today cover their skin with red otjize (a 

paste of butterfat and ochre) (Cole, 2013: 154), which distinguishes them, for example, 

from the Herero of central and eastern Namibia, who adopted nineteenth century 
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European fashion from their German colonisers (Cole, 2013: 151). But self-decoration 

can be something more than a matter of tribal identification or social function; it can be 

a medium through which people demonstrate their relationship with ancestral spirits or 

express certain emotions and ideals. Given the context in which they are found, bronze 

bracelets have a funerary affiliation. Their depiction in the rock art of central-western 

Thailand may, by extension, have a similar metaphoric association – perhaps as 

ceremonial attire. 

 

One of the three bracelet wearing anthropomorphs at Khao Plara is depicted with its 

torso painted in outline. This method of painting could possibly represent the ribs of the 

anthropomorph (Srisuchat 1990: 66), or alternatively as decoration on the figures 

costume (fig. 5.5). This method of painting is not commonly depicted on the torso of 

anthropomorphic figures in the rock art of central-western Thailand, but it is, however, 

a common feature amongst bovine motifs. 

 

Nearly all literature refers to adorned figures being in ceremonial wear and possibly 

representing elders, chiefs or group leaders within a social group (Srisuchat, 1989: 39, 

62; 1990: 66; Shoocongdej, 2002: 191). The scenes within which they are found can 

also be read as a ritual ceremony of some sort – a fitting situation for such adornments 

to be represented. Their visual and spatial dominance, as well as the effort and precision 

taken to paint them give the images a sense of importance, significance and artistic 

status, especially when compared to unadorned stick figures. Ethnographic records of 

ritual ceremonies from social groups across the globe often speak of a figure or figures 

within a community who possesses power (political, ancestral, religious, healing or 

supernatural) and who is at the centre or leading their ritual practices. Often they can be  
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Figure. 5.5. Example of an adorned anthropomorphic figure with loincloth, bangles and internal 

torso patterning, Khao Plara. 
 

distinguished by their ceremonial clothes, as observed, for example, in the ceremonial 

costume of a cassock or vestment during Christian Church services, distinguishing a 

Priest from its congregation, or amongst where specialised trained funerary dancers of 

the Zara Muslim community in Bobo-Dioulasso, south-western Burkino are 

distinguished by tight fitting black-and-white cotton bodysuits and Lo Gue, white masks 

with a unique patterned crest, adding ten inches of height to the masked figure’s 

(Homann, 2015: 159). 
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Unadorned Anthropomorphs 

 

Unadorned anthropomorphic motifs are characterised as being without any adornments, 

but with greater anatomical detailing, such as defined muscular thighs and calves or 

hands with fingers (fig. 5.6). Forty-one unadorned anthropomorphic motifs were 

recorded in the rock art of central-western Thailand. They feature at every rock art site, 

and like stick figured and adorned anthropomorphic motifs, are associated with other 

anthropomorphic, zoomorphic and geometric motifs.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure. 5.6. Example of an unadorned anthropomorph, characterised by its defined anatomy at 
Pha Daeng (DStretch with LRE matrix). 

 

Anatomical Detail 

 

All sites depict some anthropomorphs with feet and hands, with a small number 

detailing their toes and fingers. The anatomically correct number of digits represented 
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on both adorned and unadorned anthropomorphs varies between three to five. 

Interestingly, there is a lack of singular hand motifs in the central-western region of 

Thailand. This is unlike areas in the north and northeast of Thailand where, for example, 

rock art sites Pratu Pha in Lampang Province and Tham Fa Mue Daeng in Mukdahan 

Province depict an abundance of hand stencils and prints. The only painted outline of a 

hand is found at Tham Roop. 

 

Stick figure anthropomorphs are never anatomically defined. Particular attention is paid 

to the anatomical definition of the enlarged muscular thighs and calves of adorned (fig. 

5.4, left; fig. 5.5) and unadorned anthropomorphic motifs (fig. 5.6). Not all adorned and 

unadorned anthropomorphs are depicted with these anatomic enlargements; however, 

the large majority are. With no obvious gender distinctions – although some motifs are 

depicted with what could arguably be a phallus or loincloth – it is difficult to ascribe 

hyper-masculinity to the anatomically defined anthropomorphs of central-western 

Thailand. In Roman art, hyper-masculinity manifested itself in the profiles of bull-

necked, strong nosed and powerful jawlines of macho emperors, senators and elite men 

– their manliness to be idealised by the ordinary man (Kampen et al, 2002: 12-13). 

Rather a distinction can be made between ‘ordinary’ and ‘extra ordinary’ figures in the 

rock art of central-western Thailand. Thus, could the rock art be representing this 

dichotomy, of the ordinary living and the larger-than-life other, where the ‘others’ are 

members of an elite group of hunters, warriors, ancestors or those who have completed 

a rite of passage? Or could their anatomical exaggeration, which is concentrated 

primarily in their legs, be indicative of their participation in ceremonial rituals as 

performed in journeying (climbing) to the site and/or when performing (dancing, 

worshipping) at the site, thus linking the kinaesthetic properties of ritual to the body and 
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image?  

 

Anthropomorphs Posture 

 

Across all six rock art sites a total of 59 anthropomorphic motifs (stick figure and those 

that are adorned and unadorned) adopt a similar posture of arms raised up. Legs are 

usually bent from the knees inwards (fig. 5.2, 5.4, 5.6). This posture in rock art is often 

referred to as a ‘praying figure’ and is a graphic expression found in rock art all over the 

world from Valcamonica in northern Italy to Guangxi in south-western China. 

Shengmin et al (1994: 70) compared the ‘praying figures’ at Tham Ta Duang and Pha 

Daeng to the rock art along the Zuojiang River Valley in Zhuang Autonomous Region, 

Guangxi, south-western China and found a stylistic similarity between the two regions 

(fig. 5.7). Tham Roop, the first rock art site to be discovered in central-western Thailand 

in 1962 (Knuth, 1962) was not included in their initial comparison, nor was Khao Nong 

Phuk and Khao Wang Kula, which were undiscovered at the time of publication. 

 

It is believed amongst most Chinese scholars that the rock art along the Zuojiang River 

Valley is the work of the Luo Yue, southern barbarians who occupied Guangxi and the 

Red River Plain in Vietnam, between the Warring States Period (403-221 BCE) and 

Eastern Han Dynasty (26-220 CE) (Qin et al. 1987: 137). Wongthet (1994: 22; 2005: 

180) suggests, through their stylistic similarities, that the artists responsible for the rock 

art in central-western Thailand could have possibly originated in south-western China 

and migrated into central-western Thailand around the first century BCE (Wongthet, 

1994: 22; 2005: 180). This is in line with Higham’s (1996) migratory theory for 

agricultural expansion out of southern China into Southeast Asia in the early to mid  
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Figure. 5.7. ‘Praying figures’ of Zuojiang River Valley, Guangxi (Zao Fu, 1992: 379). 

 

second millennium BCE; later followed by the adoption of copper/bronze metallurgy 

around 1000 BCE. There has been no significant study or substantiation for a stylistic 

similarity in the rock art, only encouragement to take it further (Lorblanchet, 1992: 

XX). The rock art of south-western China will be revisited throughout this chapter and 

its potential regional connection with central-western Thai rock art explored through 

their respective ethnographic and archaeological records in the second half of this 

chapter. 

 

An estimated 5,000 motifs, of which more than 4,000 are ‘praying figures’, are painted 

exclusively in red along the steep sided cliffs of the Zuojiang River Valley. Over time 

the ‘praying figures’ have acquired a number of legends and myths, one of which is the 
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frog totem of the Zhuang people. This totem is one of four (Thunder, Water, Flower and 

Frog) spiritual gods worshipped by the Zhuang. The frog represents all animals; 

particularly those related to agriculture. It is venerated annually on the first day of the 

new agricultural year, known as the Maguai or Frog Festival (Liao 2002: 6). The 

‘praying figures’ have been described as resembling the form of a frog or, as suggested 

by Wongthet (1994: 17), an imitation of the frog dance performed during New Year 

celebrations. Others have suggested that all the ‘praying figures’ both in south-western 

China (Zao Fu, 199: 381; Wongthet, 1994: 10) and central-western Thailand are dancers 

(Shoocongdej, 2002: 192). The anthropomorphic motifs of central-western Thailand are 

typically depicted with some fluidity, possibly representing the movement of dance in 

the contortion of their bodies, upraised arms (Shoocongdej, 2002: 192) and from the 

definition of their legs (Srisuchat, 1989: 66). If dancing, it may be part of a ritual 

ceremony in celebration or worship of what or who exactly is unknown. It is difficult to 

make any suggestions based solely on the anthropomorphic image alone; however, 

explorations into motif association and its full panel context in the second half of this 

chapter may draw closer associations and interpretations.  

 

Therianthropes 

 

Therianthropes are motifs that combine human attributes with those of animals, such as 

antennae, snouts and horns. A total of 12 therianthropes were recorded, making up only 

2% of the total number of recorded motifs across all six sites in central-western 

Thailand (fig. 5.1). At least one therianthropic figure is present at each site. Tham Roop, 

Tham Ta Duang, Pha Daeng, Khao Plara and Khao Nong Phuk depict one therianthrope 

each, whilst three were recorded at Khao Wang Kula. All are depicted with bent legs 
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and upraised arms, however, there are some stylistic and compositional variations 

between them all. 

 

A singular, yet striking therianthorpe at Khao Nong Phuk is depicted as if in ceremonial 

wear with feathers sprouting all around its body. Its hands and feet, however, are talon-

like (fig. 5.8, left). The therianthropic motifs represented at Tham Ta Duang, Khao 

Wang Kula and Pha Daeng share a similar feature: stick figured anthropomorphs with 

antenna. Those at Tham Ta Duang and Khao Wang Kula have two antennae protruding 

from the top of the anthropomorphs head (fig. 5.8, second-left; fig. 5.8, top). These 

differ stylistically from headdresses worn by adorned anthropomorphs, moving away 

from the common feathered ceremonial headpiece and taking on a more animal/insect 

like characteristic. At Pha Daeng a stick figured anthropomorph has three antennae that 

umbrellas over its head (fig. 5.8, second-right).   

 

A further two therianthropic motifs at Khao Wang Kula take on a completely different 

form. Both stand-alone, one is a stick figured anthropomorph with a circular hollow 

form (fig. 5.9, bottom-left,), the other an anthropomorph with horns and a protruding 

snout (fig. 5.9, bottom-right,). A variation on the former is found at Tham Roop with an 

eye, a small beak and other non-analogous features (fig. 5.8, right). This motif is 

associated alongside geometric rectangular images. A variation on the latter is found in 

a further five therianthropes with protruding snouts at Khao Plara. 
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Figure. 5.8. Therianthropic motifs at (left) Khao Nong Phuk (DStretch with LRE matrix); 

(middle-left) Tham Ta Duang (DStretch with LDS matrix); (middle-right) Pha Daeng (DStretch 
with LDS matrix); (right) Tham Roop (DStretch with LDS matrix). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
Figure. 5.9. Therianthropic motifs at Khao Wang Kula. (top) Therianthrope with two antennae 
(DStretch with LDS matrix) (bottom-left) Therianthrope with hollow head (DStretch with LDS 

matrix); (bottom-right) Therianthrope with snout and horns (DStretch with YXX matrix). 
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The top image in Figure 5.10 shows two motifs side by side at Khao Plara. The left 

anthropomorph is painted in silhouette with defined fingers. The right therianthrope is 

depicted in outline with a distinctive protruding snout and talon like hands. Both motifs 

are in a similar posture – their torso contorted to the right with bent legs and raised 

arms. These images may be two separate motifs, but it is worth asking if they could be 

the same entity depicted in its human form transgressing into a ‘supernatural’ one. 

Similarly, to the far right of these motifs is a line of four therianthropic motifs in outline 

(fig. 5.10, bottom). The first faces east and is twice as large as the other three. It is 

adorned with a beaver like bustle and possibly a short feathered headdress or tuft of hair 

(Srisuchat, 1990: 78). Curiously, a half silhouetted and half outlined bovine protrudes 

from its torso. It is also depicted without hands and feet – a feature adopted by the three 

therianthropes directly facing it. These three motifs graduate in size from approximately 

105 centimetres to 50 centimetres and 45 centimetres. All three have a less prominent 

snout compared to the east facing therianthrope and are each uniquely adorned. The first 

therianthrope has a beaver-like bustle and dots form a rectangular pattern on its torso. 

On close inspection, dots follow the outline of the figure; on reaching the elbow only 

dots continue to form the shape of the lower arm. The second therianthrope has a circle 

inside its head and a horizontally striped rectangle in its torso. The third therianthrope 

has a torso with a rectangular criss-cross lattice design. Again, these may be read as 

separate motifs on account of their differing adornments or the transgression of one, 

possibly at different stages of trance, to finally morph into the larger east facing 

therianthorpe. 
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Figure. 5.10. Therianthropic motifs at Khao Plara. (top) An anthropomorphic and therianthropic 
motif side by side (DStretch with YRE matrix); (bottom) An east facing therianthrope ahead of 

three west facing therianthropic motifs. Notice the bovine coming out of the east facing 
therianthrope. 
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Therianthropic motifs are a particularly interesting and puzzling feature in central-

western Thai rock art, as well as in rock art from many other areas of the world. It has 

been common practice of late, particularly in South Africa (Lewis-Williams, 1981; 

Solomon, 1998), Europe (Eliade, 1964; Clottes & Lewis-Williams, 1996, 1998; Lewis-

Williams, 1991; Lewis-Williams & Dowson, 1993), Asia (Bellezza, 2000; Francfort, 

1998), Australia (Chippendale et al, 2000; Sales, 1992) and America (Hedges, 1983; 

Whitley, 1992, 2000) to ascribe shamanism as the reason behind the production of rock 

art. The shaman theory, first propelled into rock art studies and popular media by 

Lewis-Williams and Dowson’s (1988) application of Eliade’s wide definition of 

shamanism on South African rock art. Later, Clottes and Lewis-Williams (1998) applied 

it to Franco-Cantabarian rock art, insisting that virtually all rock art, from all cultures, is 

no more than ‘shamanic’ imagery; recorded visions by shamans in trance. Their 

universal approach is based on an understanding of a ubiquitous practice of shamanism 

among hunter-gatherer communities and the ‘fact’ that a central human nervous system 

common to all Homo sapiens enables us, whilst in altered states of consciousness, to 

experience visual phenomena similar to those in the remote past and across all cultures 

(Clottes & Lewis-Williams, 1998: 81). Lewis-Williams and Dowson (1988) propose a 

three-stage neuropsychological model induced by ingesting psychotropic substances or 

through sensory deprivation, drumming, meditation and fasting. The first visionary 

experience consists of geometric motifs, the second geometric motifs coupled with 

complex ‘iconic’ images and the third, figurative images such as, animals, 

anthropomorphs and therianthropes (Lewis-Williams & Dowson, 1988).  

 

As the rock art of central-western Thailand was likely produced within a hunter-gatherer 

based society that began to practise agriculture and farming, Lewis-Williams and 
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Dowson would consider the people of prehistoric central-western Thailand to be 

practising shamanists and thus their rock art the product of a shaman(s) in trance. A 

shaman(s) authorship is also deemed evident in the content of the art. The presence of 

therianthropic motifs in rock art is understood by Lewis-Williams and Dowson (1988: 

204) to be the visionary phenomena witnessed during the final stages of trance. 

Therianthropic figures portray the intermediate stage of metamorphosis: a change in its 

physical form from human to animal (or vice versa) that has yet reached its full 

transformation (Chippendale et al, 2000). But what is to say that the figure of a 

supposed therianthorpe is an accurate reading of the motif? There is an equal chance 

that the motifs may represent people wearing masks or dressed up in festival attire that 

was painted by the hands of someone other than a shaman – an observer perhaps. 

Composite human-animal figures, although characteristic of shamanic vision within the 

context of the neurophysiological model, are not exclusive to it. 

 

Clottes and Lewis-Williams (1998: 92) add another element to the Shamanic theory in 

their application of it to Franco-Cantabrian Upper Palaeolithic rock art. They propose 

that figures in stage three of trance will also appear disproportionate in scale to one 

another and floating in a backdrop with no realistically depicted landscape. The rock art 

of central-western Thailand is depicted in an apparent vacuum. Although a landscape is 

not visually depicted it could be argued that the rock surface itself represents the 

surrounding landscape, or alternatively, a metaphor for a landscape that cannot be 

visually illustrated; perhaps a supernatural world. The rock surface could act as a 

membrane/portal dividing this world from another, with images painted as if emerging 

in or out of the two realms (Hays-Gilpin, 2004: 147). Could the figures depicted in 

outline represent this crossing between two realms, or are they (and other motifs) the 
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product of the painter crossing these realms, and thus the rock art is the by-product of 

this act? Although some motifs are unrealistically disproportionate in size to one 

another, it is not a consistent feature. Central-western Thai rock art differs from that of 

the European Upper Palaeolithic in which Clottes and Lewis-Williams applied their 

theory. In central-western Thai rock art the majority of motifs are proportionate to one 

another and associated to related motifs, in organised scenes. To this end, it seems 

reasonable to conclude that central-western Thai rock art was not produced whilst in 

stage three of trance and is therefore not relevant for an analysis of shamanic origins. 

Yet, as organised scenes are also present in South African rock art, where the 

relationship between rock art production shamanic practices has been widely accepted, 

it may not exclude central-western Thai rock art entirely from being shamanic.  

 

Direct or indirect ethnographic statements of shamans creating rock art or depicting 

trance imagery are very rare (Quinlan, 2000: 95). All cultures experience altered states 

of consciousness, but not all have developed shamanism. The structure of the 

neuropsychological model only permits a particular set of motifs to be processed in a 

particular manner that is conducive to a shamanic reading. A shaman’s key role is to 

communicate with animals, spirits and other beings for a variety of reasons, for instance 

to foretell the future, control the weather and heal the sick. They are spiritual leaders 

within a community who serve to ensure the health and wellbeing of individuals and the 

society as a whole. The individual characteristics of the therianthropic motifs at each 

site are particularly interesting. Could they represent a shaman connecting/transforming 

into a particular spirit that is only accessed at a specific rock art site? Or could they be 

representational of shamans specific to a community? 
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Surprisingly, the limited literature on Thai rock art rarely highlights the motifs in 

figures 5.8 to 5.10 as possible shamans or motifs derived from shamanistic practice. 

Rather this interpretation, accompanied by a list of other possibilities (chief, elder, 

village head), is reserved for visually dominant adorned anthropomorphic motifs. One 

needs to note, however, that some of the therianthropic motifs presented here were not 

detectable to interpreters until now, as their presence has only been made visible in this 

thesis by processing new digital images of the rock art through D-Stretch. Moreover, 

unlike South African rock art which is supported by nineteenth and twentieth century 

ethnography of the San relating trance practices and visions to its rock art, central-

western Thailand has no ethnographic records that suggest a similar link. The region 

today is predominantly Buddhist and Animist with shamans playing no role in local 

communities. Any trance-like behaviour is witnessed at Pon Wai Village close to Pha 

Daeng rock art site during their annual ceremony that pays respect to local spirits 

whereby child hosts temporarily invite spirits to occupy their bodies. There have been 

no claims to any visionary phenomena that may relate to the rock art. This ceremony is 

further explained in chapter six.  

 

Summary 

 

Anthropomorphic motifs dominate the rock art of central-western Thailand not only 

quantitatively, but also visually and spatially. They have been categorised into four 

groups, each with a distinctive style: adorned, unadorned, stick figures and 

therianthropes. They are all, however, commonly linked by their posture of upraised 

arms and bent legs in worship or dance. From the style and composition of 

anthropomorphic motifs there is an apparent hierarchy within the art where adorned 
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anthropomorphs and therianthropes reign, followed by unadorned, and then stick figure 

anthropomorphs. Greater effort and precision has been taken in painting adorned and 

unadorned anthropomorphs from the ceremonial attire of the former, to the anatomical 

enhancements depicted in both types of motifs. Defined thighs and calves possibly 

reflect the kinaesthetic manner in which the body reacts to the ritual processes of 

climbing to and taking part in any ceremonial activities at the site. Those that are 

anatomically defined, but unadorned, could possibly be the participants to a rites of 

passage, partaking in ritual ceremonies to join the ranks of those who are more 

anatomically defined and in ceremonial costume. These adorned figures stand out, 

especially against stick figure anthropomorphs that may represent layman, channelling a 

sense of ceremony, importance, strength, power and authority as hunters, warriors, 

elders, elite members of the community, which unadorned anthropomorphs strive to 

become. Therianthropic motifs command an attention equal to, if not more so, to that of 

adorned anthropomorphic figures, these motifs represent shamans who preside over the 

ceremony. Therianthropic motifs are stylistically and compositionally inconsistent 

across the sites. But the presence of a therianthropic motif, in whatever form they may 

take, is present and specific to a particular site, and were likely called upon for a 

particular solicitation such as fertility or hunting success – this is further explored later 

in the chapter. 

 

5.2.2. Zoomorphs 

 

A total of 37 zoomorphic motifs were recorded, making up only approximately 6% of 

the total number of recorded motifs in central-western Thailand (fig. 5.1). Bovines and 

dogs are by far the most commonly encountered motif, with irregular depictions of 
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cockerels, frogs, turtles, deer and monkey’s. Most zoomorphic motifs are associated 

with anthropomorphic, zoomorphic and geometric motifs. Tham Ta Duang was the only 

site not to depict any zoomorphs in its rock art. 

 

Bovine 

 

Bovines are the most common category of zoomorphic motif. 18 were recorded across 

four of the six rock art sites (Pha Daeng, two; Khao Nong Phuk, two; Khao Wang Kula, 

one; and Khao Plara, 13). Bovines are painted largely in outline with a few depicted in 

silhouette or a combination of both. They are standardised in their morphological 

depictions with four legs, a tail and two horns (fig. 5.11). Bovines are depicted in a 

restricted set of relationships with the anthropomorphic form. They are either associated 

with an individual figure or integrated into a scene with other bovines and 

anthropomorphs. Bovine motifs are always in proportion to the anthropomorph(s) they 

accompany.  

 

Khao Plara recorded the most number of bovine motifs. Thirteen out of a total of 18 

bovine motifs recorded in central-western Thailand are found at Khao Plara. Three of 

these bovines are uniquely depicted in what could be ceremonial wear. They are all 

painted in profile with either their front and/or rear painted in silhouette and their 

abdomen outlined with interior patterning. An example is shown in the top-right image 

of figure 5.11. Two of these bovines are depicted with a more complex design in their 

inner cavities and held on harnesses by adorned anthropomorphs. Bovine remains have 

yet to be unearthed at the site. The earliest evidence of domesticated cattle was found at 

Ban Lum Kao in Uthai Thani Province, dating to 2,000 years BP (Napintu, 1988: 20). 
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Figure. 5.11. Examples of bovine motifs (top-left) Bovine in Outline, Pha Daeng; (top-right) 

Bovine in silhouette and Outline with internal patterning, Khao Plara; (bottom) Bovine in 
silhouette, Khao Nong Phuk (DStretch with YRD matrix). 

 

The other ten bovines at Khao Plara are found in outline, with an equal share painted in 

red and ‘chalked’ in black. Those painted in red are all unadorned: three are held on 

harnesses with unadorned figures, one protruding from the torso of a therianthrope and 

another associated with an anthropomorph, either with a loincloth or phallus. The 

bovines cavity has been ‘chalked’ in with black, and a further five bovines and three 

anthropomorphs, of which one is adorned, are ‘chalked’ around it, creating a scene 

(discussed further in the second half of this chapter). Pha Daeng is the only other site to 

depict a bovine motif in outline where a single bovine is engaged in a scene with an 

anthropomorph throwing a spear or arrow towards it. Another bovine with its front and 

back in silhouette and an unpainted vertical stripe in the middle of its body, which could 

possibly be decorative, is associated with a scene of adorned anthropomorphs. At Khao 
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Nong Phuk, two bovine motifs are painted entirely in silhouette. The same is found at 

Khao Wang Kula where a single bovine motif is depicted with a possible 

anthropomorph riding it. 

 

There is a distinct relationship between bovines and anthropomorphic figures; be it 

individually or in a group. They are depicted relatively naturalistic and proportionate to 

one another. There is, however, variation in how bovines have been depicted amongst 

themselves – some more decoratively than others. Their composition and motif 

association suggest possible scenes of domestication, hunting or ceremonial 

participation that is explored further on a site-by-site analysis of the rock art. 

 

Dogs 

 

Twelve dog motifs feature in the rock art of Tham Roop (four), Pha Daeng (three) and 

Khao Plara (five). Dog motifs are, for the most part, quite standardised with a 

rectangular torso, two pointed short ears, a tail curved over its back, four legs and a 

prominent muzzle (fig. 5.12). Some have been depicted with rounded stomachs, 

possibly associated with fertility (fig. 5.12, top-left and right). Dog motifs are almost 

always associated with and in proportion to anthropomorphs. They are found beneath or 

either side of an anthropomorphs feet. All anthropomorphs associated with dogs are 

adorned, and like bovine motifs, three dogs are depicted as if adorned in ceremonial 

wear themselves. At Khao Plara a dog’s torso is painted with criss-crosses (fig. 5.12, 

bottom-left), another is wearing what could be a headdress or alternatively represent a 

deer (fig. 5.12, right) (Shoocongdej, 2002: 195). A similar adorned dog motif is also 

found at Khao Nong Phuk.  
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Figure. 5.12. Examples of dog motifs (top-left) Dog in silhouette, Pha Daeng (DStretch with 
LDS matrix); (bottom-left) Dog in silhouette and Outline with internal criss-cross patterning, 

Khao Plara; (right) Bovine in silhouette and headdress or possible deer, Khao Plara. 
 
 

Other Zoomorphs 

 

The remaining zoomorphic motifs are less common in the rock art of central-western 

Thailand. Only one deer and monkey is represented at Tham Roop; a single frog at 

Khao Plara; one cockerel at Khao Wang Kula and Khao Plara; and a single turtle at both 

Tham Roop and Khao Plara. These motifs are infrequent and are best discussed within 

the context of their panel’s at their respective sites. 

 

The presence of zoomorphic motifs in the context of the neurophysiological model is 

considered to be the visionary phenomena experienced during the final stages of trance 

– when a therianthrope has made its final transformation into a zoomorph. Restricting 

the meaning of zoomorphic motifs as shamanic visions divests any opportunity for a 
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more detailed exegesis. Whilst it moves away from traditional interpretations of 

‘sympathetic’,  ‘hunting’, ‘destructive’ and ‘fertility’ magic, it marginalises interest in 

other cultural themes such as totemism. 

 

The validity of totemism as a cross-culturally valid category has been vigorously 

debated in anthropology (Levi-Strauss, 1962). It is generally agreed to refer to the use 

of plants or animals as guardians or emblems of social groups celebrated in ritual. One 

of the best documented traditions of totemic rock art is that of the Ngarinyin and 

Worora in the Kimberley region of North-western Australia (Layton, 1992). Each clan 

is associated to an ancestral being (Wandjina) that identifies with various artefacts and 

animals. The ancestors chose and bestowed a territory upon its clan and painted their 

image, sometimes in quasi-human form or transformed into an animal, upon the walls of 

a rock shelter within the territory. Similarly, Olsen (1989) was able to demonstrate 

through the extensive ethnographic records of the Hopi and Zuni in North America, a 

statistically significant association between matrilineal clan emblems, represented as 

animals, and kiva walls. 60% of contemporary rock art in Hopi are clan symbols (Olsen, 

1989: 429). Whilst no ethnographic records related to the rock art of central-western 

Thailand exist, caution should be taken to ad hoc ethnographic parallels from individual 

societies. But related ethnographic records regionally and from contacted cultural 

groups of the past could inform possible interpretations of a totemic association with the 

rock art of central-western Thailand. 

 

We find dog motifs uniformly accompanied beneath anthropomorphic figures with a 

weapon or staff in the rock art along the Zuojiang River Valley, Guangxi. Here they are 

interpreted as possible rulers, warriors or shamans, who are depicted with domesticated 
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dogs (Zao Fu, 1992: 382; Liao 2002: 363).  Zao Fu (1992: 382) claims dog motifs are 

possibly the remnants of a totemic religion worshipped by the people of prehistoric 

Guangxi (Zao Fu, 1992: 382). Today the totem of a dog is worshipped among the Yao, 

an ethnic minority group of Guangxi, who have an ancestral myth explaining their 

descent from a dog called Pan Hou. Killing, consuming and painting the image of a dog 

is strictly prohibited, although the latter is acceptable only when used for ceremonial 

purposes (Zao Fu, 1992: 382). With both central-western Thai anthropomorphs and dog 

motifs adorned in ceremonial wear, this dual association could suggest that dogs were 

present and may have played a part in ritual ceremonies and/or, in light of the Yao’s 

adoration to the image of a dog, the act of depicting dogs in the rock art may have 

formed part of a ceremony. 

 

Shoocongdej (2002: 202) highlights the importance and major role that both bovine and 

dogs play in present Thai ritual and symbolic animism. The Lua of north-western 

Thailand sacrifice buffalo during ritual ceremonies for major earth spirits, guardian 

spirits, during agricultural and funerary ceremonies, and for curing serious illnesses. In 

addition, the Lua eat dogs on ceremonial occasions and chickens are sacrificed along 

with other larger animals during major agricultural and communal ceremonies 

(Kunstadter et al, 1978: 101-102). We also see the Zhuang of Guangxi sacrifice frogs in 

rainmaking ceremonies (Kaup, 2002: 42). With this in mind the depiction of dogs and 

bovines in the rock art of central-western Thailand could represent something more than 

animal husbandry, but rather the complex totemic belief systems of a prehistoric 

society. 
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Summary 

 

By analysing the type, frequency and composition of zoomorphic motifs across the six 

rock art sites of central-western Thailand, depictions of bovine seem to be favoured at 

Khao Plara and Khao Nong Phuk. Whilst dogs are more frequent at Tham Roop and 

cockerels at Khao Wang Kula, an equal preference is given to dogs and bovines at Pha 

Daeng, with no zoomorphs found at Tham Ta Duang at all. The species of animals in 

the art would have been domesticated; dogs primarily as pets, bovine and chickens as a 

food source and bovines playing an important role in their agricultural practices. The 

shift to agriculture from a purely hunting and gathering subsistence strategy saw greater 

reliance on working animals to ensure a regular and secure food supply as populations 

increased and became more sedentary. As crucial components within communities of 

central-western Thailand it is likely they would have been valued and respected. 

Whether they were assimilated into a totemic belief system is difficult to say due to a 

lack of direct ethnographic data; however, their presence in the art, their depiction in 

possible ceremonial costume and their motif association and integration into ceremonial 

scenes suggest these creatures played an important role within the community that was 

respected and appreciated. 

 

5.2.3. Geometric 

 

Geometric motifs make up the second largest category of recorded motifs in central-

western Thailand. A total of 172 geometric motifs were recorded at Tham Ta Duang 

(two), Khao Wang Kula (one), Tham Roop (55), and Khao Nong Phuk (114) making up 

approximately 29% of the total number of motifs recorded across all the rock art sites of 
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central-western Thailand (fig. 5.1). Geometric motifs are made up of rectangles, 

diamonds, chevron arrows, swirls, triangles, funnels, crosses, circles, squares and dots. 

They are found in isolation and associated with other motifs (fig. 5.13). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure. 5.13. Examples of geometric motifs (top-left and middle) Chevron arrows, spiral and 
rectangle, Tham Roop (DStretch with LDS matrix); (top-right and bottom-left) Funnel with 
circular protrusion, Khao Nong Phuk (bottom right) Sunray, Tham Ta Duang (DStretch with 

LDS matrix). 
 

The largest number of geometric motifs was documented at Khao Nong Phuk, with dots 

(87) and rectangles (20) regularly depicted in the rock art. Similarly, rectangles are the 

most commonly featured geometric motif at Tham Roop (28) followed by chevron 

arrows (18). Very few geometric motifs feature at Tham Ta Duang and Khao Wang 

Kula. At the former only a rectangle and circle are found, and at the latter a single swirl. 

No geometric motifs were recorded at Pha Daeng and Khao Plara. Most are simple in 

their design, but we see with rectangular and square motifs, particularly at Tham Roop 

and Khao Nong Phuk, variation and complexity in their design. 
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The neuropsychological model makes much use of categorising simple geometric 

motifs (known as entoptics) as indicators of shamanistic imagery experienced by all 

under trance. Although their forms are numerous, certain types recur: grids, zigzags, 

dots, spirals, catenary curves and thin meandering lines (Lewis-Williams & Dowson, 

1988: 203). Entoptic motifs are seen in isolation in stage one of trance and in relation to 

other types of motifs in stages two and three (Lewis-Williams & Dowson, 1988: 203-

204). However, there is no robust evidence to support Lewis-Williams and Dowson’s 

claim to a universal visionary experience of entoptic images when in trance (Bahn, 

2001: 53). Ethnographic support is also tenuous. Thus, the three-stage 

neuropsychological model has received much criticism (Lorblanchet, 2001; Helvenston 

& Bahn, 2002; Bahn, 2010). 

 

Despite its critique, the neuropsychology model has for sometime dominated the field 

and continued unabated. Irish Megalithic Art has been widely studied and arguably the 

most referenced application of Lewis-Williams and Dowson’s neuropsychological 

model is Dronfield’s (1995, 1996a, 1996b) analytical and statistical approach. Dronfield 

specified three different categories of designs found in Irish Megalithic Art. He 

distinguished between general undiagnostic, endogenous diagnostic, and non-

endogenous diagnostic motifs. The term ‘endogenous’ refers to Lewis-Williams and 

Dowson’s term ‘entoptic’. In order to identify the distribution of designs, Dronfield 

created two different types of rock art: Category S arts, which are associated with 

altered states of consciousness and Category N arts, which have no affiliation with 

altered states. Dronfield compared both categories to depictions found in five groups of 

Irish megalithic tombs: Knockmany and Sess Kilgreen, Loughcrew, Newgrange, 

Knowth and Dowth. According to his study, each monument featured endogenous 
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motifs in Category S arts. He asserts: ‘we can say – with approximately 80% confidence 

– that Irish passage-tomb art is fundamentally similar to (as opposed to merely 

resembling) arts derived from endogenous subjective vision and fundamentally 

dissimilar to arts not so derived’ (Dronfield, 1995: 545). 

 

There are, however, problematic elements to Dronfield’s study. First, further 

investigation of the principal tomb at Knowth found that the motifs Dronfield had 

studied were not the earliest pecked designs. As Eogan (1997) showed, entoptic 

depictions were superimposed on some incised lines that conformed to triangular and 

lozenge motifs. These elements differ considerably from the circles and spirals 

considered by Dronfield as endogenous diagnostic motifs (Bradley, 2009). Second, 

Dronfield noticed that the data he chose to present his conclusions worked better at 

Newgrange than it did at Loughcrew; however, the Loughcrew results did not cancel out 

what he established at Newgrange (Lewis-Williams & Pearce, 2005: 263). Third, when 

the process was repeated a month after Dronfield presented his results, the values 

differed from those obtained during Dronfield’s application of the model. This can be 

explained by the tendency to under-represent more quantitative and qualitative areas of 

analysis (Evans, 2004). Moreover, his analysis determined that each motif-type would 

only register one count and he deliberately excluded areas with several undiagnostic 

motifs. Dronfield’s study is, therefore, fraught with subjectivity leading others to 

consider his approach a local phenomenon (Evans, 2004: 47; Bradley, 2009: 68-69) or 

to discount it and the neuropsychological model altogether (Helvenston & Bahn, 2002). 

 

The universalising tendency of shamanic interpretations tends to minimise variability in 

rock art traditions. One should be suspicious of approaches that ignore the polysemous 
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nature of symbolism. By and large, the neuropsychological model should be considered 

a hypothesis among a number. Whilst the rock art of central-western Thailand contains 

motifs (geometric, therianthropic and zoomorphic) that fit the requirements of the 

model, does the art permit only a Shamanistic reading of it? No, there are other 

possibilities for its meaning. We should avoid explaining motifs similar to entoptic 

imagery as a derivative of shamanism. It is necessary to consider that the relationship 

between shamans and the making of the art may not have been direct (Demattè 2004: 

15). 

 

Interpreting geometric motifs can be problematic as it is difficult to metaphorically link 

them to relatable objects, or on the other hand its abstraction may enable it to fit any 

image of the interpreter’s imagination.  Geometric motifs may be an alternative to 

representative art. Simple observation of, and inspiration from the natural world may 

account for many of the geometric motifs in rock art. Alternatively they may not 

represent anything tangible, but rather the intangible – an emotion perhaps. We find in 

the artwork, Untitled, 1969, by abstract expressionist Mark Rothko, two roughly painted 

black silhouetted rectangles on top of a dark red background. Painted a year before his 

suicide, Untitled, reflects Rothko’s inner sombre state, marked by severe depression and 

his ailing health (fig. 5.14). We also find with the Tukano of the Vaupes region of 

Colombia, South America, the use of narcotically derived entoptic imagery as graphic 

symbols of their social organisation (Reichel-Dolmatoff, 1972: 106; 1978: 301). Similar 

to images of zoomorphs that represent totemism, geometric motifs can also be 

emblematic of intangible concepts, such as social organisation. It differs from images of 

zoomorphs, however, as although totemism is an intangible concept it manifests in art 

that depicts the tangible (for example, animals and plants). Could the geometric motifs  
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Figure. 5.14. Untitled, 1969, Mark Rothko 

(http://leeum.samsungfoundation.org/html_eng/exhibition/exhibition_view.asp) 
 

of central-western Thailand depict conceptual ideas of social organisation, groups or a 

belief system and not necessarily refer to trance states, as Lewis-Williams and Dowson 

would lead us to believe? This could explain the disproportion and unique style of 

geometric motifs found between sites. 

 

Summary 

 

We find with geometric motifs an imbalance in their numbers across the six rock art 

sites of central-western Thailand, with Khao Nong Phuk and Tham Roop featuring a 

considerable number, Tham Ta Duang and Khao Wang Kula very few and Pha Daeng 

and Khao Plara none at all. It raises the questions: why are geometric motifs depicted 

more frequently at some sites than at others? Was there any significance attached to 

featuring them so dominantly at some sites and not at others, and why does one site 
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feature a particular geometric motif over another? In light of these variables can we 

interpret the geometric motifs of central-western Thailand as a collective? Interpreting 

its geometric motifs in isolation or as a group is done with great difficulty. Rather, their 

associated motifs are more telling, and so attempts to interpret them presently are 

abandoned and revisited in the second half of this chapter when motifs are looked at 

together on a site-by-site basis. 

 

Whilst an examination of the art in categories has shown what common motifs and 

styles are shared across the six rock art sites of central-western Thailand, suggestions 

have also been made generally regarding their possible connotative associations. It is 

difficult to interpret rock art as a group without looking at their full panel context and 

motif associations. In addition, certain motif types probably had site-specific meanings, 

which is explored next. 

 

5.3. Site-by-site Analysis 

 

5.3.1. Tham Roop 

 

A total of 178 motifs were recorded across two panels of rock art at Tham Roop. Panel 

one has the largest concentration of rock art compared to panel two; the former consists 

of 163 motifs, the latter only 15 (fig. 5.1). The site has the second largest number of 

geometric motifs in central-western Thailand, of which 55 were recorded at Tham 

Roop, making up approximately 31% of all of the site’s motifs. Geometric motifs are, 

however, outnumbered by a total of 91 anthropomorphic motifs, making up 

approximately 51% of all its motifs. Zoomorphs are seldom found in the rock art, 
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making up only 4% of motifs. Unidentified motifs fall into an approximate total 

percentage of 14. 

 

Traps 

 

Just over half (51%) of the total number of recorded geometric motifs at Tham Roop is 

made up of rectangular motifs that display variations in their design. Figure 5.15 shows 

the different rectangular designs found at Tham Roop: rectangles in outline with 

protrusions; silhouette with protrusions; internal crosses and other detailing. They 

feature across both panels, with no fixed orientation or order and vary in size. Knuth 

(1962:5) and Srisuchat (2002: 52) compare these rectangular motifs to traditional fish 

traps still used in central-western Thailand today, where a variety of fish species can be 

caught in its rivers (Khwae Noi and Khwae Yai) and tributaries. Fishing traps come in 

various shapes, sizes and materials, each designed for a particular river environment or 

fish species. Figure 5.16 compares fish traps used locally today to the rectangular motifs 

in the rock art of Tham Roop. Those made from bamboo are still locally used, however, 

some favour those made from manmade materials such as wire or synthetic netting. 

Traps with short funnel entrances and bulbous bases, known as Tum in Thai, are 

analogous to the rectangular motifs with crosshatched protrusions (fig. 5.16, top). The 

two central images in figure 5.16 show a rectangular motif in outline with a funnel 

protrusion on its right. Its interior has two opposite funnels pointing inwards. This motif 

is analogous of a particular design of fish trap we see locally and across Thailand today, 

known as a Sai. The catch swims through the funnel entering the larger chamber, the 

entry point is then too small for the fish to locate and pass back through. 
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Figure. 5.15. Examples of rectangular motifs at Tham Roop (top-left) Rectangle in outline with 

protrusion; (top-middle) Rectangle in silhouette with protrusion; (top-right) Rectangles with 
internal crosses; (bottom-left and right) Rectangles with other detailing (DStretch with LDS 

matrix). 
 

Srisuchat (1989: 94) extends her interpretation of fish traps to a group of abstracted 

diamond motifs. These fish traps are more akin to lift nets that comprise of a cantilever 

with an outstretched net that is submerged in water and lifted by hand or a pulley 

mechanism to haul out passing fish (fig. 5.16, bottom). Today lift nets are erected 

intermittently along the riverbanks of the Khwae Noi and Yai Rivers. Arguably, these 

motifs if looked at alone are too abstracted to offer analogous comparisons to fish traps. 

We therefore look at their associated motifs. 
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Figure. 5.16. Traditional local fish traps analogous to the rock art of Tham Roop (top) 
Rectangular motif with cross-hatched protrusion (DStretch with LDS matrix) and a Tum fish 

trap (Mahasarakarm, 2007: 23); (middle) Rectangular motif in outline with protrusion and 
interior funnels (DStretch with LDS matrix) and a Sai fish trap (Mahasarakarm, 2007: 25); 
(bottom) Abstracted diamond motifs (DStretch with CRGB matrix) and a Sadung lift net 

(Mahasarakarm, 2007: 23). 
 

Generally in Thailand, rock art motifs interpreted as fish traps are usually associated 

with zoomorphic depictions of fish or frog motifs and are found at sites close to large 

bodies of water, such as Pha Taem rock art site in Ubon Ratchathani Province, northeast 

Thailand. Pha Taem is a cliff face overlooking the Mekong River where its rock art has 

been widely interpreted as depicting fish traps and catfish (Srisuchat, 1989: 30). Khwae 

Noi River is approximately 4.57 kilometres from Tham Roop today. Before the 

Vajiralongkorn Dam was built in 1984 the middle course of the River ran closer and its 

tributaries further into the mountain chain along the western bank, where Tham Roop 

rock art site sits. A group of connected chevron lines, analogous to waves of a river or 

stream is depicted in the rock art of Tham Roop (fig. 5.17, top). Srisuchat (2002: 52), on  
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Figure. 5.17. (top) Group of connected chevron lines, (bottom) the group of chevron lines with 

associated rectangle (Dstretch with LDS matrix). 
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the other hand, interprets these motifs as a fish net where to its right four stacked 

chevron arrows represent a fish bone (fig. 5.18, left). A silhouetted rectangle with 

external protrusion is located to the upper left of the group of connected chevron lines 

(fig. 5.17, bottom). As a collective there seems to be a strong association to fishing 

and/or water between all these motifs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.18. (left) Chevron arrows, spiral and rectangle, Tham Roop (DStretch with LDS 
matrix); (right) Tracing of motif to the left and the group of motifs in figure 5.1 (Srisuchat, 

1989: 79-80). 
 

A common motif which features four times beside or inside rectangular motifs is an 

ambiguous image of what could be a stick figure anthropomorph or zoomorph, whose 

outstretched arms and legs, with a pointed line extending from its torso between its legs 

is analogous to that of an amphibian like creature (fig. 5.19). Knuth (1962: 9) describes 

them as reptiles, comparing them to an image that was commonly tattooed on locals at 

the time of his fieldwork. Body art reminiscent of the zoomorphic motif or any motif at 

Tham Roop is today not permanently inked on residents local to the site. Knuth carried 

out fieldwork during the 60’s at which time he would likely have come into contact with 

such hill tribe communities as the Mon, Karen or Khmu, who occupied the mountainous  
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Figure. 5.19. (top-left) Ambiguous image of an anthropomorph or zoomorph beside a trap 

(DStretch with YXX matrix). (top-right) Ambiguous image of an anthropomorph or zoomorph 
inside the outline of a trap (DStretch with LDS matrix). (bottom) Ambiguous image of an 

anthropomorph or zoomorph amongst superimposed rectangular motifs (DStretch with LDS 
matrix). 

 

uplands at the time, and have since been displaced and migrated further north or out of 

Thailand. Consistent with Srisuchat’s fish trap interpretation, those depicted inside 

rectangular motifs in outline could suggest captured prey (fig. 5.19, top-right), and 

those beside rectangular motifs with patterning could suggest prey about to be captured 
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(fig. 5.19, top left). This ambiguous zoomorphic motif is also depicted amongst a 

heavily superimposed group of rectangular motifs (fig. 5.19, bottom). 

 

Srisuchat’s (2002: 79-80) tracing of the rock art at Tham Roop fails to document a 

spiral beneath the four stacked chevron arrows, previously mentioned, which she 

interprets as a fish bone (see fig. 5.18 for a comparison between Srisuchat’s tracing and 

a digitally enhanced image of the motif using Dstretch). This spiral motif could be an 

abstracted form of a shell. A zoomorphic motif of a turtle is surrounded by and painted 

on top of superimposed rectangular motifs (see chapter three, fig. 3.14). A linear line of 

four unidentified animals is interpreted by Srisuchat (1989: 48) as possible frogs, turtles 

or even anthropomorphs crawling (fig. 5.20). She elaborates on the possibility of the 

motifs as frogs by suggesting that the first motif to the left of the line-up, whose foreleg 

is elongated with an oval loop, could be catching something or leading the procession of 

frogs into a river or swamp. What Srisuchat’s tracing of this group of motifs does not 

document, however, is an additional zoomorphic motif at the end of the procession, 

which was picked up by digitally enhancing its image through Dstretch (fig. 5.20, 

right). Beneath the group, chevron patterning similar to figure 5.17 and analogous to 

waves of water is also missing from her tracing. 

 

Like all rock art sites in the central-western region of Thailand, the rock shelter floor 

has been undisturbed, so any remnants of animal bones are yet to be discovered. Cave 

site, Tham Lang Kamnan, located approximately 55.5 kilometres from Tham Roop is so 

far the closest location to have excavated animal remains. Shoocongdej (2000) was able 

to archaeologically verify that a residential mobility strategy was employed during the 

wet season at Tham Lang Kamnan, whereby small groups sporadically occupied the 
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Figure. 5.20. (left) Tracing of a procession of possible frogs or anthropomorphs crawling 
(Srisuchat, 1989: 79-80) (right) Digitally enhanced image of the left tracing (Dstretch with 

LRE). 
 

cave for brief periods during the Late Pleistocene to middle Holocene. Its occupants 

employed a generalised subsistence strategy, exploiting a range of habitats through a 

mixed economy of hunting and gathering. As expected of a season that promotes a 

thriving biodiversity, data from Tham Lang Lamnan revealed a relatively high diversity 

of both flora and fauna that included: porcupines, land snail, wild water buffalo, flying 

squirrels, bamboo rat, cervids, freshwater shellfish and turtles. What Shoocongdej was 

unable to demonstrate archaeologically, however, was her hypothesis that a logistical 

mobility strategy was employed during the dry season, where members of a group 

would establish a base camp from which task groups would spread out to exploit 

specific resources in heterogeneous environments. During the dry season, a relatively 

low diversity of floral and faunal remains is expected in residential camps, with lower 

resource diversity and a higher degree of ‘targeting’. Tool kits should exhibit a diverse 

range of functionally specialised tools, which could have included, amongst lithic stone 

tools, animal traps. Due to the perishable nature of the organic material presumably 

used to construct such traps (wood or bamboo), their presence in the archaeological 
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record is untraceable. Like hunter-gatherers of the region today and in other parts of the 

world, hunting expeditions in prehistoric central-western Thailand are likely to have 

been assisted by the use of traps. 

  

Major rivers and tributaries would have swelled during the monsoon season and 

retracted in the drier months, which would have seen seasonal changes in the levels of 

aquatic species. No single species was preferentially targeted at Tham Lang Kamnan, 

although cervids (hog deer, eld’s brow-antlered deer, sambar deer, barking deer) were 

the predominant taxa. The naturalistic depiction of a single deer motif at Tham Roop 

offers a differing interpretive angle to the rectangular motifs as potential traps for larger 

game or huts for hunting. I came across a few during my fieldwork, usually built in the 

depths of the mountainous jungle. Stilted huts constructed out of bamboo and a roof 

made of bamboo leaves function as a stake out for hunting expeditions during the night 

– although recently they have been utilised by looters as temporary accommodation. 

 

It has long been recognised that the species most frequently depicted in rock art are not 

those most abundant in contemporary faunal assemblages (Leroi-Gourhan, 1982: 45). 

As there were a relatively high level of cervid remains found at Tham Lang Kamnan, it 

could be assumed their presence was not rare and a prehistoric hunter’s ability to catch 

one not so difficult, hence the single depiction of a deer in the rock art. Fish may have 

been more difficult to catch, especially during the dry season, suggesting a different 

human-animal interaction and a different kind of knowledge (knowledge of fish habitat 

and behaviour, and the ability to make traps that work) needed in catching this prey 

(Franz, 2014). Thus, this different relationship could account for the large number of 

geometric rectangular (traps) and associated zoomorphic motifs (vertebrae). 
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In the discussion of traps, it seems logical to turn to Alfred Gell’s (1996) article, Vogel's 

Net: Traps as Artworks and Artworks as Traps. Although the focus of the article is on 

the debate of ‘What is art?’, Gell frames his argument around the display of a Zande 

hunting net in Susan Vogel’s exhibition, ‘ART/ARTIFACT’. In this context, Gell refers 

to the physical object of a trap, making the point that traps, nets, and other ‘artefacts’ 

can be seen as artworks, because one can read from them both the intentions and 

dispositions of their makers. Thus, objects of art can represent persons and carry their 

agency into a social context. Can the motifs interpreted as traps in the rock art of 

central-western Thailand be viewed in a similar way? It is not much of a stretch, 

although in this instance the ‘artefact’ is inverted and the 3D physical object is 

represented in 2D form as ‘art’. Gell (1996: 25) questions, ‘what [do] animal traps 

reveal about the human spirit, even in the absence of native exegesis. Do animal traps, 

in their bare, decontextualized presence, tell us no more than that human beings like to 

consume animal’s flesh?’. Gell argues, no. He asserts that hunting traps and snares 

reflect sophisticated knowledge of animal behaviour. They are a metaphor for human-

animal interactions and beliefs; moving away from the utilitarian approach of separating 

art from artefact. Gell asks us to examine the hidden meaning of ostensibly simple items 

of material culture (Fowler, 1997). Fish traps depicted in the rock art of central-western 

Thailand suggests some significance to the prehistoric society, but is there a deeper 

meaning than this and what is it? 

 

Although there is an abundance of geometric rectangular motifs in the rock art of Tham 

Roop that convincingly point to their collective representation as fishing traps, it is 

worth noting that although the subject matter may be the same, their metaphoric 

association may be different, as has been explored by other scholars. 
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House 

 

Srisuchat (1989: 52) offers an alternative interpretation to rectangular motifs, describing 

the top-right image in figure 5.19, as a house depicting a stick figure anthropomorph 

inside it, with a further two outside of it. However, the motif inside the ‘house’ with its 

extended torso and conical head is similar to those described above, as prey caught in 

traps. Knuth (1962: 5) describes this category of motifs as possible ground plans for 

houses. He suggests that motifs with a small appendix at one end are possible entrances, 

with the interior of some motifs divided into smaller ‘rooms’ (fig. 5.19, top-left). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure. 5.21. Bird’s eye view of a house with fishing traps? (DStretch with LDS matrix). 
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Srisuchat (1989: 52) combines both her earlier interpretations, suggesting that the group 

of motifs in figure 5.21 depicts a birds eye view of a house with fishing traps outside of 

it. The composition of rectangular motifs across panel one does give the impression of a 

village layout; with elaborate rectangular motifs perhaps representing a meeting house, 

or place of ritual significance. But if these motifs are painted from a birds eye view, 

anthropomorphic motifs painted front on are depicted in the wrong perspective. Based 

on the limited frequency of associated rectangular and ambiguous images of possible 

anthropomorphic motifs (of which only four combinations are found), the interpretation 

that they may represent houses may apply to only a few.  It is difficult to interpret all the 

rectangular motifs at Tham Roop this way. 

 

Superimposition 

 

Both panels of rock art at Tham Roop display signs of superimposed motifs; with panel 

one more heavily superimposed than panel two. This prompted Knuth (1962: 10) to 

refer to Tham Roop as an oracle site, likening it to Chinese oracle-bones of the Shang 

Bronze Age (16th-11th centuries B.C.). Oracle bones were used in pyromancy – the art 

of divination by means of fire – whereby diviners would engrave questions to deities 

regarding crop planting, the weather, military endeavours, fertility and so forth onto 

pieces of ox scapula or the plastron (bottom shell) of a turtle. The bone is exposed to 

intense heat that cracks under thermal expansion. A prognostication is then read from 

the pattern of cracks that appear on the surface of the bone. Knuth (1962: 10) believed 

this a viable explanation for the high degree of superimposed motifs at Tham Roop; 

suggesting that each time a visitor consulted the oracle, new pictures symbolising a 

particular private or mutual solicitation was painted on the ‘magic’ rock. Once the rock 
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wall had spoken by way of the spirits answering, positively or negatively, the visual 

solicitation would have no meaning or value anymore and thus be painted over. 

Observations such as these emphasise the role of the rock as a transitional space 

between the terrestrial and cosmic worlds, where people meet and interact with 

supernatural forces. Reinholt Aas (2017) found that the rock on which carvings are 

made at Taru Thang in Ladakh, northern India, is equally as important as the art; he 

interprets  the rock surface as devices of communication between hunters and their 

spiritual allies. 

 

The rock art of panel one is heavily superimposed with geometric, anthropomorphic and 

zoomorphic motifs. Some of these, as seen with rectangular motifs, vary in design, 

perhaps because they were painted by a different hand or painted by the same artist 

months or years after, or whenever guidance was sought. Individuals and communities 

occupying the area in which Tham Roop lies are likely to have run into issues 

pertaining, for example, to their subsistence and mobility strategies, especially during 

the dry season when resource diversity is low. Thus, before a hunting or foraging 

expedition, consulting an oracle that had the power to prophesise its success or failure 

may have been sought from a higher ‘being’ or from their ancestors – as was pursued 

from oracle bones. The method in which prophesises were sought, however, may have 

differed from oracle bones. Heat created by humans is unlikely to have had the 

equivalent power to crack the surface of limestone rock, as it does with bone. Rather, 

greater forces of weathering and erosion are needed over time to produce signs of 

cracking in the rock. Thus, reading a prophecy from cracks made after the application of 

a motif representing the painters question on the rock shelter wall would not have 

produced an immediate response and is therefore an unlikely method in which Archaic 
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people searched for answers. The elaborate scenes of corralling, spearing and snaring in 

the rock art of the Columbia Plateau has been described as the product of ‘hunting 

magic’ (Teit, 1906: 24). A process whereby the hunter paints its prey to show that it has 

been caught by them in their mind and/or to visualise their power (York et al, 1993). 

The very ‘act’ of painting may have been the ritual process in which to receive success, 

protection, or luck in whatever was asked or wished for. But the rock surface, as a 

metaphoric penetrable membrane and communicative device between the mortal and 

immortal worlds, should be considered equally as symbolic and just as potent as the art. 

 

Anomalies in the art of Tham Roop  

 

Although geometric rectangular motifs are the most frequently depicted image in the 

rock art of Tham Roop, there are some anomalies that deviate from its dominance. 

 

Food-gathering 

 

So far there have been rock art motifs identified with the potential to represent hunting 

scenes. But food-gathering was also part of the subsistence economy of prehistoric 

central-western Thailand and was possibly depicted in the rock art. Srisuchat (1989: 50) 

offers two interpretations for figure 5.22. First, that the scene depicts a monkey 

climbing a tree, which is implied by the motifs elongated arms. An absent tail, however, 

puts this interpretation into question (Srisuchat, 1989: 50). Second, she describes the 

scene as a man climbing a tree to collect a beehive, who passes it down to two others 

waiting on the ground: one of which is being attacked by a swarm of bees represented  
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Figure. 5.22. Scene possibly depicting a monkey or food-gathering, Tham Roop (DStretch with 

YRD matrix). 
 

as dots. Neither Srisuchat’s tracing nor a digitally enhanced image of the same group of 

motifs reveal an anthropomorph surrounded by dots. 

 

During my six months of fieldwork I only came across one beehive in the wild and saw 

first hand, from my local guides, the excitement caused by the rarity of running into 

such a find. Wild honey today in Kanchanaburi is considered a delicacy. Like wild 

mushrooms and wild boar, it is difficult to find and its value on the open market is much 

higher than  manufactured honey. Roadside stalls cash in on the demand, selling instead 

jars of sugar cane syrup concealed as wild honey. It cannot be known whether honey 

held the same value to prehistoric central-western Thais as it does today. 
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Multiple examples of rock art linked to honey, honey collecting and bees are found in 

India (Gordon, 1960; Mathpal, 1984), Australia (Crane, 1975; Trezise, 1973; Nelson et 

al., 1995), South Africa (Clark, 1942; Johnson et al., 1959; Rudner & Rudner, 1970; 

Smits, 1971; Pager, 1973; Crane, 1983, 1999; Woodhouse, 1989) and Spain (Cartailhac 

& Breuil, 1906; Hernández-Pacheco, 1924; Dams, 1978;). The dangers of retrieving 

honey, from trying to reach a hive at great heights or from potentially fatal bee stings 

may warrant its representation in the rock art. In a similar but different vein to rock art 

used in ’hunting magic’, its depiction could represent a vision to acquire the power  to 

successfully retrieve it. The abundance of rock art depicting similar content throughout 

the world suggests that honey may have been an important part of the Hominin diet 

(Crittenden, 2011: 260) Many have suggested that it likely provided significant amounts 

of energy that supplemented a meat and plant based diet (Allsop & Miller, 1996; 

Skinner, 1991; McGrew, 2001; Schoeninger et al., 2003l Bunn & Schoeninger, 2009). 

But could its depiction in rock art represent something more?  

 

Honey is a highly significant substance in myth-systems and ritual practices of many 

societies. Levi-Strauss (1973) studied the myths of South American Indians from a 

structural perspective. He posits that every proposition has an opposite (Bullard, 1974). 

Levi-Strauss (1970) explored this theory in the first volume of his series, The Raw and 

the Cooked, where he found a complex system based on one fundamental opposition of 

cooked versus uncooked items. This raw-cooked opposition is broadened in, From 

Honey to Ashes (Levi-Strauss, 1973), to the study of honey and tobacco: two substances 

that fall either side of cooking. Honey as a naturally ‘cooked’, yet raw product; and 

tobacco as an over-cooked by-product of culture. Both are of great significance to the 

lives and myths of South American Indians. Honey is a scarce and difficult substance to 
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obtain in South America, however, the belief exists that there was once an abundance of 

honey in the past, but due to human error the world order was altered and material 

goods became scarce. One myth concerns a girl who craves honey and selfishly 

consumes the substance; as a result she is changed into an animal, reverting back to 

nature. This is a reversal of the previously established progression of nature to culture 

seen in The Raw and the Cooked. Instead it depicts a regression away from culture and 

back to nature. Furthermore, honey, like tobacco, transcends the nature-culture 

dichotomy. While both are natural substances they do not require cooking and yet 

neither are they raw. Honey is ‘pre-cooked’. It is produced by bees and can be 

consumed without any cultural mediation. Conversely, tobacco must be burnt before it 

can be consumed, thus requiring a cultural intervention before it can be utilised by 

people. In this way, honey and tobacco are complete opposites while they share a 

transgression of the nature-culture divide. The significance of this is highlighted by 

Tilley (1991: 24) in respect to their use in ritual practices whereby their violation of the 

nature-culture divide is neutralised through the ritual act. Honeys ‘pre-cooked’ state is 

coped with in its transformation from a raw irreverent substance to a raw sacred one. In 

central-western Thai rock art, Tham Roop is the only site to depict motifs that may 

relate to honey. Perhaps the rarity of these kinds of depictions in the rock art suggests 

honey was not of prime importance (as compared to fishing), or, conversely, that honey 

was important to the community surrounding Tham Roop.   

 

Communal Ceremony 

 

A line of five anthropomorphic motifs is found in the middle of panel one: two of which 

are depicted wearing a loincloth, in what could be ceremonial wear. The remaining 
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three anthropomorphs have deteriorated too much to determine whether they are 

adorned or not (fig. 5.23). This group of motifs could represent a family unit, their 

differing size representing children and adults. Alternatively the size of the motifs could 

represent the different status of the individuals in the group, or a literal representation of 

the relative physical differences between the individuals within the group. Above, a 

chain of 55 frontal stick figure anthropomorphic motifs, averaging approximately five 

centimetres in height, are the smallest motifs depicted at Tham Roop (fig. 5.3, middle). 

Similar scenes are found at Tham Ta Duang and Khao Nong Phuk. A further two stick 

figure anthropomorphs, one depicted in what could be a dress, are holding hands as if  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure. 5.23. Five adorned anthropomorphic figures (DStretch with LDS matrix). 
 

engaged in dance (fig. 5.24). Each of these scenes may represent group or community 

participation in a ritual ceremony. On account of the large number of geometric 

rectangular motifs and their associated zoomorphs, it could be suggested that the 
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ceremony is one related to hunting for fish, be it for protection, success or the guarantee 

of a large catch.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure. 5.24. Two dancing anthropomorphs (DStretch with LDS matrix). 
 
 
Summary 
 

Recurring superimposed motifs, such as rectangles and anthropomorphs, in the art of 

Tham Roop suggest that there was a particular concern or wish that was communally 

rife, perhaps seasonally, and thus repeatedly offered, individually or as a community, 

for consultation with celestial powers. Based on the above discussions motif depictions 

were likely in relation to the community’s subsistence. Anthropomorphs and geometric 

rectangles were the most frequently depicted motifs in the art – rectangular motifs 

depicting fish traps and anthropomorphs representing individual and communal 

participation in ritual hunting ceremonies.  
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Tham Ta Duang 

 

A total of 80 motifs were recorded across two panels of rock art at Tham Ta Duang (fig. 

5.1). Panel one consists of 13 motifs, all of which are silhouetted anthropomorphs bar 

one that is too deteriorated to identify even with digital enhancement. Four 

anthropomorphic figures, three of which are depicted in loincloths or possibly with a 

phallus, are painted with what appears metaphorically to be a bow (fig. 5.25). They all 

adopt a similar stance with their backs bent and arms pulled back as if ready to release 

an arrow (although an arrow is not represented in the rock art) from their bow. The 

scene is difficult to interpret as possibly one of hunting or combat as no prey or 

opponent is depicted. Although their presence is not necessary to ascribe the scene as 

one of hunting or warfare, it does raise enquiry into alternative ceremonial practises, 

such as the 21-gun salute traditionally fired by canons, for example, in the United 

Kingdom as a military honour; Middle Eastern celebratory gunfire at wedding 

ceremonies or victories in conflict; or firing arrows at headdresses during the Kabu 

Ceremony, a hunting ritual among the Ngaing of the Rai Coast, Papua New Guine 

(Lawrence, 1970: 295-296). The armed anthropomorphs are depicted alongside three 

stick figure anthropomorphs, two of which appear to be carrying the third (fig. 5.26, 

left). Close to this group of motifs, on the right side of the concaved wall is a much 

larger adorned anthropomorph, perhaps a shaman, religious leader or village chief (fig. 

5.26, right). A literal reading of the scene could depict the following: the carrying of the 

dead, possibly in parade or in preparation for burial, with four anthropomorphs 

releasing arrows as a mark of respect for the one that has passed; as a village chief, 

religious leader or shaman overlooks the ceremony. This of course is highly speculative, 
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however, explorations into panel two and contemporary regional material culture may 

support a funerary affiliation to the rock art. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure. 5.25. Example of an anthropomorph with a bow (DStretch with LDS matrix). 

 

 
Figure. 5.26. (left) Two anthropomorphs carrying a third (DStretch with YXX matrix). (right) 

Adorned anthropomorph that presides over the left image (DStretch with LDS matrix). 
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Panel two contains a larger content of rock art compared to panel one. It comprises a 

total of 67 motifs of which 17 are unidentifiable. Forty-eight anthropomorphic motifs 

are present, two geometric motifs and a sunray motif. The most striking scene on the 

panel is a linear line of 19 anthropomorphs in profile, as if in procession and carrying 

two objects: on the left is a rectangular motif with a smaller rectangle painted inside and 

to the right, a circle (fig. 5.3, top). These two geometric motifs have received a number 

of interpretations by the few who have attempted to interpret them. 

 

Wooden Log Coffins 

 

The square motif to the left of the procession line has largely been interpreted as a log 

coffin (Sangvichien et al, 1974: 116) and the ceremony depicted in the rock art,  

funerary (Schoocondej, 2002: 192; Supakijwilekakarn, 1990: 50). These interpretations 

are based primarily on the archaeological evidence from a single cave site, Tham 

Ongbah, located in the western mountains of Si Sawat District, Kanchanaburi Province, 

approximately 52 kilometres northwest of Tham Ta Duang. Tham Ongbah is the only 

log coffin site to have been extensively excavated in central-western Thailand.  A 

further 11 cave sites (Tham Pu Ai Di (Glover, 1990b), Tham Ruea (Suvarnarit, 1988), 

Tham Pee (You-Di, 1986), Tham Ap Ya (Suvarnasuddhi et al, 1975), Tham Wang Ta 

Kian, Tham Ta De, Tham Khu Paen (Shoocondej, 2016), Tham Kao Takaeng, Tham 

Phra That, Tham Li Si and Tham Sing (FAD, n.d.)) have since been reported in the 

region with evidence of a similar burial practice. None have been excavated, but have 

been and still are heavily disturbed by looters and guano collectors. Human bones are 

often cremated by local monks to release any spirits they may contain. Thus, remnants 

of antiquity and skeletal remains vary quantitatively and qualitatively between each site.  
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Log coffin burials have so far been documented in the west (Sørenson, 1988; Fine Arts 

Department of Thailand (FAD), n.d.) and north-west (Gorman, 1970; Grave et al, 1994; 

Shoocongdej, 2016) of Thailand, with one site reported in the north-east – again its 

contents were both looted and cremated leaving no material trace of prehistoric 

occupancy, just oral histories of what was once there (Bullen, 1992: 358). This 

prehistoric burial practice, dating to the Iron Age (ca. 1,000-2,300 BP), is prevalent 

across Southeast Asia in such areas as Semporna and Sarawak, Malaysia (Bellwood, 

1985: 152); Sichuan (Needham, 1970: 319) and Fujian (Needham, 1971: 440), China; 

Cebu, Rombron and Bohol, Philippines (Tenazas, 1973: 19) and Viet Khe, Dong Xa and 

Yen Bac, Vietnam (Bellwood, 2005: 37). These regional log coffins differ in shape and 

design, representing local styles. 

 

Sørensen (1988) excavated Tham Ongbah in 1965, at which time there were signs of 

severe disturbance by treasure hunters in search of the abundant glass beads, semi-

precious stones, bronze jewellery, iron weapons and tools, pottery and complete bronze 

vessels that furnished its burials. Over 90 log coffins were discovered, each cut 

lengthways from a single tree trunk (Dalbergia sp.) and its interior dug out creating a 

burial chamber wherein the body would lie inhumed supine, with a planked lid (fig. 

5.27). Stylised animal heads with horns are carved at either end of the coffin, which 

may have served as handles (Sørensen, 1988: 97). No coffin or its contents were found 

completely intact. C14 dating from one of the coffins yielded a date of 2180±100 BP (K-

1300). However, this date comes with some complications, particularly in regards to the 

time between when the tree was cut down to when it was finally carved into a coffin. 
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Figure. 5.27. Wooden log coffin with stylised animal heads, Tham Ongbah (National Museum 

of Bangkok, 2016). 
 

Sangvichien et al (1989: 117) question the perspective in which the log coffin is 

depicted in the rock art of Tham Ta Duang, asking why the coffin is not painted 

lengthways in line with how it would have potentially been held? If indeed the motif 

represents a log coffin, the typology found in Kanchanaburi present coffins with burial 

chambers measuring up to three metres long with handles at either end, thus giving a 

rectangular side view with smaller extensions protruding from both ends. The motif 

depicted at Tham Ta Duang resembles that of a square, possibly presenting us with a 

new perspective of the coffin, depicted either from a frontal or back view (fig. 5.28). 

This seems unconvincing, due to the practicability of carrying a heavy and long coffin 

in such a way. 
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Figure. 5.28. (left) Profile outline of a log coffin; (right) Frontal or back outline of a log 
coffin. 

 

A similar scene is not found at the other five rock art sites in central-western Thailand. 

The only context that is slightly similar is a linear line of stick figure anthropomorphs at 

Tham Roop and Khao Nong Phuk, which are associated to a funnel like motif with 

circular protrusion and a striped rectangular motif (fig. 5.3). Neither depicts the 

procession line carrying geometric motifs of any kind; however, rectangular geometric 

motifs with varying interior designs do feature away from the procession line.  

 

Dong Son Drums 

 

Moving on to the circular motif to the right of the procession line carried either side by 

two stick figure anthropomorphs (fig. 5.3, top). Many have interpreted this motif as a 

Dong Son bronze drum, connecting the motif to six Dong Son drums excavated 

alongside log coffins at Tham Ongbah (Wongthet, 1994: 10; Shoocongdej, 2002: 194; 

Sukkham, 2007: 14). Interestingly, Dong Son drums do not originate from and there is 

no evidence, as of yet, to suggest they were produced in Thailand. 

 

Dong Son is an ancient dwelling and burial site located in Thanh-hóa Province, on the 

southern side of the Red River Delta in northern Vietnam. From their centres of 

production within the Dong Son cultural sphere of northern Vietnam and neighbouring 

south-western China, Dong Son drums were distributed via migratory routes along 
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rivers and across mountain passes throughout Mainland and Island Southeast Asia 

during the Late Metal Age (300 BC-AD 500). Their distribution provides convincing 

evidence of an exchange network and possible alliance between early cultural spheres 

across Southeast Asia. Initially Dong Son drums were generally considered objects of 

trade, but later interpreted as emblems of power and authority conferred upon regional 

chiefdoms or bestowed upon chiefs deemed worthy of its honour by religious or ritual 

authority (Loofs-Wissowa, 1991: 45). 

 

Among the 12 log coffin sites so far reported in central-western Thailand, Tham 

Ongbah is the only cave to contain evidence of Dong Son drums. Such associations are 

not the norm amongst prehistoric central-western Thai burials. Moreover, no such burial 

association is found in north-western Thailand where the largest regional concentration 

of log coffin burials has so far been found. We should be reminded that the 11 other log 

coffin sites in central-western Thailand were heavily looted and have not yet been 

extensively excavated. Thus the apparent absence of drums does not preclude their 

presence before they were looted, or that they exist at the sites, yet to be excavated. 

Such finds at Tham Ongbah warrant speculation into the significance of the burial site, 

perhaps as a resting place for chiefs or persons of political power, wealth or authority. A 

hierarchy in funerary practice is seen even within the site itself with two types of burials 

found: log coffins richly furnished with high quality, rare and valuable burial gifts 

verses simple inhumations interred in supine directly in the ground with less finer grave 

offerings of iron knives, arrowheads and chisels. This hierarchical funerary practice 

could also be reflected in the creation of the rock art at Tham Ta Duang in regards to 

who painted it and who it was created for. Motifs may have been applied to the ‘sacred’ 

walls of Tham Ta Duang by a shaman or religious leader appealing to supernatural 
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spirits to allow the safe passage of a chief, warrior, or high-ranking member of society 

into the afterlife. 

 

In 1957 two well-preserved drums were excavated from Tham Ongbah. Later in 1965, 

Sørensen (1988: 100-108) unearthed a further four fragments from four separate Dong 

Son drums (Ongbah 86, 87, 88, 89). On closer inspection of a fragment from the mantle 

belonging to Ongbah 89, the relationship between drum and log coffin is again 

strengthened by the depiction of the stem of a boat carrying adorned anthropomorphs 

with feathered headdresses and loincloths (fig. 5.29). Furthermore, birds on the gable 

ends of two house motifs and the abstracted birds encircling the central multi-rayed 

motif on the tympanum of Ongbah 86 recall those carved either end of log coffins (fig. 

5.30). We find geometric rectangular and square motifs (analogous to the shape of a 

coffin), as well as adorned anthropomorphs found on bronze drums also present in the 

rock art of central-western Thailand. 

 

Interpretations dealing with the meaning of boat motifs on Dong Son drums are almost 

always connected to the transportation of souls into the afterlife, as ‘ships of the dead’ 

(Loofs-Wissowa, 1991: 47). Perhaps this is one of the reasons why Dong Son drums are 

buried alongside log coffins. Alternatively, their depiction on drums have been 

interpreted as representing the transportation of ‘regalia’ (i.e. drums) to Southeast Asia 

or an elaborate ritual boat race, celebrated to this day throughout the Indochinese 

Peninsula to procure fertility across the realm (Loofs-Wissowa, 1991: 46-47). Birds 

depicted on the house motif and encircling the central multi-rayed motif are usually 

described as aquatic birds (cranes, storks, swans or herons) and are interpreted by  
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Figure. 5.29. Two fragments of the upper mantle of Ongbah 89 detailing the stem of a boat 

(Hein, n.d. In: Sørensen, 1988:155). 
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Loofs-Wissowa (1991: 46) as the totemic animal of the Vietnamese. He links the 

feathers worn in the headdresses of ‘bird-men’, to those of the ‘totemic bird’, suggesting 

a connection between the two that may relate to fertility based on the aquatic bird and 

general symbolic role water plays in Southeast Asia.  

 

What the two geometric motifs at Tham Ta Duang lack, however, is the signature multi-

rayed motif located centrally on the tympanum of the drum – a common decorative 

feature on Dong Son drums throughout Mainland and Island Southeast Asia – from 

which concentric panels typically depicting anthropomorphs, birds and boats encircle it 

(fig. 5.30). Early French, Dutch, German and Austrian scholars – all steeped in the 

Judaeo-Christian tradition – were preoccupied with the number of ‘rays’ the motif had; 

alternating between the idea of it representing a sun or star. The former, first proposed 

by Van der Hoop (1932) and later supported, conceptually, by Colani (1941) submits 

that the sun motif symbolises the centre of the universe which is surrounded by ‘solar’ 

symbols (anthropomorphs performing a sun-dance and sun-bird motifs) that 

encapsulates the cosmological ideologies of a practicing solar cult, for which these 

drums functioned ritually. Wales (1952) is a proponent of the multi-rayed motif 

representing a Pole Star that marked the centre of the sky through which a shaman 

passes the axis of the universe into the heavens, suggesting that Shamanism was the 

practising religion of Dong Son. Loofs-Wissowa (1991, 42-43) rejects both propositions 

that a sun-cult or shamanic religion is in any way significantly linked to bronze drums. 

He goes so far as to suggest that the central motif is an unintentional ‘passive’ motif’ 

(Loofs-Wissowa, 1991: 44). Simply a space leftover having concentrically decorated 

the tympanum, whereby isosceles triangles, when positioned in a star-like formation 

fills in the central gap. Reducing the motif to a simple ‘filler’ seems too rudimentary. If 
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this was the case why bother with a complex design? Why not continue with the 

concentric decoration ending with a central dot? There is the possibility that the 

concentric patterning was designed around the central motif rather than the reverse.  

 

Figure. 5.30. Tympanon of Ongbah 86 (Sørensen, 1988:137). 
 

Although the motifs held in the procession line at Tham Ta Duang do not depict the 

central motif found on all Dong Son drums, a multi-rayed motif is depicted elsewhere 

on the panel and associated with a variety of motifs. Five multi-rayed motifs feature at 

Tham Roop (two), Tham Ta Duang (one) and Khao Nong Phuk (four) (fig. 5.31). They 

are generally consistent with a silhouetted circle and outward rays. One motif at Khao 
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Nong Phuk, however, is depicted possibly as a half sun in outline (fig. 5.31, bottom-

right). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure. 5.31. Sunray motifs in the rock art of central-western Thailand. (top-left and right)  

Tham Roop (DStretch with LDS matrix); (middle-left and right, and bottom-left and middle) 
Khao Nong Phuk (DStretch with YRD, YWE, YXX and YXX matrix); (bottom-right) Tham Ta 

Duang (DStretch with LDS matrix). 
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Ethnographic Comparisons: Drum, Sedan Chair or Gong? 

 

Although the two geometric motifs depicted in the procession line at Tham Ta Duang 

differ in size and shape they are held in the same way at either end by anthropomorphs. 

Due to this similarity Suphawan et al (1989: 62-63. In: Sukkham, 2007) and 

Sangvichien (1974: 276) believe both motifs represent the style of two different drums – 

the square motif potentially depicting an abstracted form of a drum.  

 

Atthasit Sukkham (2007) offers an alternative interpretation by drawing on 

ethnographic photography of New Year celebrations of the Bahnar in Central Highland 

Vietnam. Participants are captured beating gongs in ceremonial procession wearing 

headdresses of bird feathers and loincloths (fig. 5.32). These annual celebrations are  in 

worship of the spirits of nature for a prosperous harvest. Analogous to the adorned 

anthropomorphs holding two motifs in procession in the rock art of Tham Ta Duang, 

Sukkham suggests the motifs may represent gongs instead of drums. His interpretation 

is heavily weighted on the metaphoric comparison of present-day Bahnarian ritual 

objects, ceremonial costume and ritual scenes photographed in secondary source 

material. Consideration has not been given to the fact that prehistoric gongs have yet to 

turn up in the archaeological record of the region. This makes it difficult to say with any 

certainty that these motifs represent gongs. So far burial finds from Tham Ongbah 

provides persuasive evidence for the interpretation that the motif more likely represents 

a Dong Son drum rather than a gong. 
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Figure. 5.32. New Year celebrations among the Bahnar of Central Highland Vietnam (French 
Archives, n.d.:8). 

 

Again, we see a stylistic similarity in the rock art of central-western Thailand and the 

Zuojiang River Valley in Guangxi. As well as a likeness in the ‘praying’ figures, first 

propositioned by Shengmin et al (1994: 70), circular motifs both isolated (fig. 5.33) and 

integrated (fig. 5.34) into similar procession lines, as found at Tham Ta Duang, are also 

depicted in its art. Although the drum motifs in figure 5.33 are not held by adorned 

anthropomorphs in procession, some isolated drums (11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 18, 31, 32, 

39, 40, 41, 42, 43, 51, 54, 58, 59, 60, 73) have extensions connecting to the drum, 

suggesting that some drums had the potential to be carried in a similar fashion to those 

depicted at Tham Ta Duang. They are largely interpreted as representations of Dong 

Son drums (Guangxi Zhuang Ethnic Group Autonomous Region Ethnic Research 

Institute (hereafter referred to as GZEGARERI), 1987: 165; Wongthet, 1994: 10; Zao 

Fu, 1992: 382) as a result of the high concentration of drums found in the region. Both,  
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Figure. 5.33. Various stylised depictions of Dong Son drums in the rock art along the Zuojiang 
River Valley, Guangxi (GZEGARERI, 1987: 166, 168, 169, 195). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
Figure. 5.34. Procession line of adorned anthropomorphs with drum at Zuojiang River Valley, 

Guangxi (Zao Fu, 1992:23). 
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Dong Son drums and the rock art along the Zuojiang River Valley play an important 

role in the ceremonial and religious lives of the present ethnic community, the Zhuang. 

 

The Zhuang’s local economy is highly dependant on agriculture, which in turn is 

heavily reliant on the regularity and predictability of rainfall. According to Yu (2004: 

164) the rock art was created to worship the mighty Thunder God for agricultural 

prosperity. The Thunder God represents all things related to the sky, including the 

weather. Although the literal depiction of a frog is not directly depicted in the art, the 

frog-like posture adopted by the ‘praying figures’ are perceived to be the sons and 

daughters of the Thunder God that mediate between the heavenly and earthly realms. 

Legend holds that villagers could tell a frog when their crops needed more rain. It 

would carry the message to its father who would then grant their wish. However, 

relations between the Zhuang and the Thunder God took a bad turn when a villager 

accidentally killed a frog by spilling scalding water on it and from then on unseasonal 

droughts and floods occurred destroying their crops. To appease the Thunder God the 

villagers declared an annual holiday, known as Maguai or Frog Festival, held during the 

first month of the new agricultural year in honour of the frog (Kaup, 2000: 42). 

 

On the first day of the festival villagers are woken at dawn by the sound of booming 

bronze drums, a signal for people to search and unearth a hibernating frog from the 

fields. A frog’s croak is said to echo the sound of thunder, which sends a message to the 

Thunder God calling for rain. Similarly, the boom that resonates from the beating of 

bronze drums may simulate the cry of the frogs, inviting or demanding heaven to 

respond with thunder and rain (Wright, 1994: 195). The village’s religious leader, 

shigong, sacrifices the frog and recites eulogies. The frog is placed into a colourful 
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sedan chair decorated with motifs similar to those found in the rock art of the region and 

for thirty days village children parade the frog and beat drums in procession to each 

village household (fig. 5.35). A constant vigil is kept over the frog, with incense and 

offerings made (fig. 5.36). After at least twenty days of offerings the festival reaches its 

climax, the ceremony ends with villagers performing a frog dance, or ‘xingma dance’, to 

the beating of drums (fig. 5.37). The previous year’s frog is unearthed and if its remains 

are golden brown the villagers rejoice in this omen for an abundant harvest. If it is dark 

brown/black it signifies forthcoming floods or droughts, and thus a difficult harvest. 

This year’s frog is then buried in its place (Kaup, 2000: 42). 

 

As mentioned above, the ceremonial procession of villagers beating bronze drums 

(hanging from a length of bamboo) and parading the sedan chair carrying a sacrificial 

frog can be metaphorically compared to the procession scenes depicted in the rock art 

along the Zuojiang River Valley (fig. 5.34) and at Tham Ta Duang (fig. 5.3, top). At 

Tham Ta Duang the motif to the left of the procession could be interpreted as a sedan 

chair and a Dong Son drum to its right. Presently, Zhuang sedan chairs are made 

entirely of colourful paper built on a bamboo frame. If such a ceremonial object played 

a part in the ritual ceremonies of the prehistoric Luo Yue, and assuming similar such 

compostable materials were used in its construction, no evidence of prehistoric sedan 

chairs are likely to have survived. Consequently there is no trace of the material artefact 

in the archaeological record of south-west China or central-western Thailand (Scott, 

2011).  
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Figure. 5.35. (top) Procession line holding and beating bronze drums during the Maguai Festival 
of the Zhuang, Guangxi (Wongthet, 1994: 125). (bottom) Children parading the sacrificed toads 

in a sedan chair. (Wongthet, 1994: 119). 
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Figure. 5.36. Vigil over the toads, with incense and offerings (Wongthet, 1994: 135). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure. 5.37. Villagers perform the frog dance at the closing ceremony (Wongthet, 1994: 150). 
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With their mythological and spiritual connection to frogs, the Zhuang believe the rock 

art is a metaphoric manifestation of their totem. It is impossible to determine if similar 

beliefs held by present day Zhuang were also held or is a modified version of their 

predecessors. Therefore, it is impossible to say that these beliefs migrated into central-

western Thailand with prehistoric south-western Chinese travellers. However, the 

material culture and symbols associated with the spiritual and mythological connections 

of the Zhuang, coupled with the archaeological record of central-western Thailand does 

provide some interesting correlations, which could offer some possible insight, or at  

least raise intriguing questions, around the meaning and/or interpretation of the 

procession motif at Tham Ta Duang as possibly having a spiritual and/or ritual 

connection. Thus we find, based on regional archaeological and ethnographic 

investigations, possible combinations for the two motifs in this particular scene to be, 

log coffin – drum; drum – drum; sedan chair – drum. The log coffin – drum 

combination, however, holds greater interpretive weight based on the archaeological 

record, suggesting the rock art is depicting or associated to a funerary ritual. 

 

The procession scene is considered to have been painted at a different time to the rest of 

the images on the panel due to its lighter colour and differing style (Shoocongdej, 2002: 

191). Associated multi-ray, therianthropic, adorned and unadorned anthropomorphic 

motifs that share the same panel are a darker hue, suggesting they were painted later and 

thus given less time to fade (fig. 5.38). There is a noticeable colour variation, however, 

it is impossible to clarify what motif was painted before or after. A number of factors  
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Figure. 5.38. Example of the colour variation in the rock art of Tham Ta Duang. (left) Unfiltered 

image; (right) Digitally enhanced image (DStretch with YRD matrix). 
 

may have contributed to the colour differentiation, starting from when the paint was 

first mixed, the ratio of ochre and combiner may have been different to the other paint 

used on the shelter wall; varying levels of weathering and human contact are also 

contributory factors. Moreover, a colour change between motifs could have been 

deliberate to bring to the foreground the procession scene, perhaps because it was given 

greater significance. With this in mind, accompanying images on the panel may be 

participants to the procession scene, rather than separate unrelated images. 

Accompanying anthropomorphs are all found with upraised arms and some depicted in 

ceremonial wear as if involved in an overall ritual ceremony. There is not, however, to 

my mind a striking difference in their style as was suggested by Shoocongdej  (2002: 

191). The components of an adorned anthropomorph are found in two anthropomorphs 
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in procession, the only difference is their profile composition. Elsewhere on the panel 

there are heavily damaged superimposed motifs and patches of red stain. The 

application of motifs if done at different times and by different hands could explain the 

colour variation and supposed differing style. Perhaps they were painted only by those 

who were qualified, of a certain age, or gender. Shamans of the Tukano tribe in 

Colombia are only permitted to enter the mountains to paint and negotiate with the 

‘Master of Animals’ the release of prey for his group to hunt. The variation of motifs at 

Tham Ta Duang suggests this site was visited often and the art created by more than one 

artist. 

 

Summary 

 

The procession line of anthropomorphs carrying two motifs at Tham Ta Duang has 

generated numerous discussions that have led down various avenues of research linking 

the archaeological and ethnographic records of Thailand, Guangxi and Vietnam. Based 

on the discussions above there is convincing evidence that supports a funerary 

association with the rock art of Tham Ta Duang. What comes into question, however, is 

whether the rock art is a representation of a funerary ritual or practice, or whether the 

creation of the rock art itself formed a part of the ritual or practice. In light of 

revelations revealed at Tham Roop, the depiction of the dead may represent a plea to the 

spiritual world for the safe passage of a high-ranking member of the community into the 

afterlife. 
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5.3.4. Khao Nong Phuk 

 

A total of 154 motifs were recorded at Khao Nong Phuk across two panels of rock art. 

Panel one has the largest count of 145 motifs that feature on the rock shelter wall. A 

pyramid like outcrop sits in front, displaying a second panel of rock art containing only 

nine motifs. Khao Nong Phuk has the largest total number of geometric motifs 

compared to any other site in central-western Thailand. One hundred and fourteen 

geometric motifs were recorded making up approximately 74% of all motifs at Khao 

Nong Phuk (fig. 5.1). 

 

Of the 114 geometric motifs, 87 are silhouetted dots. These dots are always grouped 

together, with one group incorporated into a natural dimple in the rock shelter wall (fig. 

5.39). Dots feature in rock art from around the world. In Southern Rhodesian rock art 

the motifs are interpreted as waterholes (Cooke, 1957: 62); in Valcamonica pecked 

cupules between the legs of an anthropomorph are interpreted as female genitalia 

(Whitehouse, 2001: 81). What the dots at Khao Nong Phuk represent is unclear 

regardless of their motif association. They are found alongside and superimposed onto 

anthropomorphic, therianthropic, zoomorphic and other geometric motifs. Despite 

approximately 87% of the total number of geometric motifs at Khao Nong Phuk 

consisting of dots, they do not visually dominate the panel. Rather, attention is drawn by 

the size and design of the second most frequently occurring geometric motif – 

rectangular motifs. 
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Figure. 5.39. Silhouetted dots incorporated into a natural dimple on the rock shelter wall. 
 

A total of 20 rectangular motifs were recorded at Khao Nong Phuk, featuring on both 

the rock shelter wall and outcrop. They are not uniform, but vary in their design as 

rectangles in outline with vertical stripes; and rectangles in outline with an interior 

triangular lattice that is unique to the site and region (fig. 5.40). When comparing 

rectangular motifs to those found at Tham Roop their internal designs are not similar, 

however, their motif associations are. Like Tham Roop, rectangular motifs at Khao 

Nong Phuk are associated to ambiguous images of what could be a stick figure 

anthropomorph or zoomorph with a pointed line extending from its torso between it legs 

with outstretched arms and legs, resembling an amphibian like creature (fig. 5.41). Two 

motifs take on the typical characteristics of a fish bone that has a greater likeness than 

the chevron lines Srisuchat interprets to be so at Tham Roop (fig. 5.42). Therefore, their 

association with rectangular motifs could suggest they represent traps. Certainly, 

rectangular motifs with stripes give the impression of a common prison like trap; 

similarly, those in outline may be a simplified form and motifs with an interior 

triangular lattice more analogous to netted traps wrapped around a three dimensional 
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Figure. 5.40. Examples of rectangular motifs. (top) Rectangles in outline with stripes, (Dstretch 
with YXX matrix). (bottom) Rectangles in outline with triangular lattice (Dstretch with YXX, 

YXX, LDS matrix). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure. 5.41. Examples of ambiguous images (anthropomorph or zoomorphs) associated with 
rectangular motifs (DStretch with LDS matrix). 
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Figure. 5.42. Two fish bone motifs (DStretch with CRGB and YRD matrix). 

 

rectangular frame. In addition, three square motifs are depicted at Khao Nong Phuk, 

each of which differ in design: a square formed of dots; square with cross; and square 

with two lines (fig. 5.43). These may be design variations on what the rectangular 

motifs may potentially represent, however, they are found in isolation and lack similar 

motif associations, making it difficult to extend the possibility that they represent traps. 

At Khao Nong Phuk we again see abstracted diamond forms similar to those found and 

interpreted as lift nets at Tham Roop (fig. 5.44). 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
Figure. 5.43. Example of square motifs. (left) Square formed of dots; (middle) Square with cross 

(DStretch with YRD matrix); (right) Square with two lines (DStretch with LDS matrix). 
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Khao Nong Phuk also features funnel shaped motifs with circular protrusions that are 

unique to the site and the rock art of central-western Thailand (fig. 5.44). They take on 

the metaphorical form of a traditional fishing basket, minus the external protrusion, 

known as a Khong, used to transport fish from their traps. Alternatively, they could 

represent another form of fishing trap used in the region today called, a Soom, which is 

used to catch fish in streams and rice paddies by hovering the Soom over the fish and 

trapping it from above. The fish is then retrieved from the open funnel. These motifs are 

associated, one with a rectangular striped motif and a bovine motif, suggesting the trap 

could be used to catch larger game; another with a rectangular and diamond motif, and 

another with a rectangular motif and a linear line of ambiguous images, possibly as stick 

figured anthropomorphs or zoomorphs (fig. 5.44). Whether, this group of motifs 

represent a linear line of stick figure anthropomorphs, in some sort of ceremonial 

procession is unknown. The direction in which the procession is moving is dubious. The 

majority are painted front on, however, some motifs appear to have been depicted 

without limbs, possibly illustrating an anthropomorph in profile. Alternatively, with its 

association to two traps or one trap and a vessel for carrying fish, the linear line of 

motifs could represent amphibian creatures caught and laid out to dry in the sun, a 

custom carried out to this day.  If indeed it is a Soom, the scene may show a trap 

trawling the riverbed for fish. 

  

Khao Nong Phuk is located between the rivers Khwae Noi and Khwae Yai. The site 

faces in the direction of and is closest to the River Khwae Noi, which today is 

approximately 1.39 kilometres from Khao Nong Phuk. The rivers course and location 

has remained the same following the construction of the Vajiralongkorn Dam in 1984. 

However, the width of the river has widened and tributaries that once ran off the main 



 

 
 

272 

river into Khao Nong Phuk Mountain no longer exist. In prehistoric times the river and 

its tributaries would have swelled and shrunk as a result of the changing seasons, with 

consequential affects on the type and quantity of fish.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure. 5.44. Examples of funnel motif with side protrusion. (top-left) Funnel motif associated 
with a striped outline rectangle and bovine motif; (top-middle and bottom-left) Funnel motif 

associated with a striped outline rectangle and diamond motif is compared to a Khong 
(Mahasarakarm, 2007: 19); (top-right and bottom-right) Funnel motif associated with a striped 

outline rectangle and linear line of ambiguous images (anthropomorphs or zoomorphs) is 
compared to a Soom trap (Mahasarakarm, 2007: 26). 

 
 

Anomalies in the art of Khao Nong Phuk 

 

Geometric motifs by far outnumber all other motifs at Khao Nong Phuk. The second 

largest category of motifs is anthropomorphs (21 motifs recorded, making up 14% of all 

its motifs), followed by unidentified motifs  (17 motifs recorded, making up 11% of all 

motifs) and finally zoomorphic motifs (two motifs recorded, making up 1% of all 

motifs). 
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A single silhouetted therianthrope located in the centre of the panel stands out from all 

other motifs, as it is depicted with feathers sprouting all around its body as if in 

ceremonial wear and with talon like hands and feet. An anthropomorph with an enlarged 

torso, possibly pregnant, is depicted directly above it (fig. 5.45). The FAD’s (n.d., 2) 

report on Khao Nong Phuk suggests it has an implicit relationship with the 

therianthrope, suggesting the rock art represents some sort of fertility ritual. The rotund 

torso suggests the anthropomorph is pregnant and thus representative of a woman, 

however, the conical shaped head does raise suspicion toward an amphibian-like 

morphology that may be fertile. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure. 5.45. Therianthropic motif and ambiguous image (pregnant anthropomorph or 
zoomorphs). 

 

Zoomorphic motifs are in the minority at Khao Nong Phuk. Only two bovines have 

been depicted: one is depicted with its typical morphological characteristics; the other 

however, appears to depict an adorned anthropomorph with a headdress riding on its 

back. Alternatively, the bovine itself could be the one adorned in ceremonial wear, 
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instead of the anthropomorph (fig. 5.46). Why either is depicted in ceremonial wear is 

difficult to determine. Considering geometric motifs are the dominant image at Khao 

Nong Phuk, which has been discussed as relating to subsistence, a ritual may have been 

depicted in relation to that. We also find a single spear randomly placed on the panel, 

integrated and superimposed onto a number of motifs. A unique set of motifs in figure 

5.47 has been described in the FAD report as fruit or hanging objects.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure. 5.46. Ambiguous image of a bovine with an adorned anthropomorph on it or a bovine in 
ceremonial wear, Khao Nong Phuk. 
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Figure. 5.47. Hanging fruit or objects? (DStretch with LDS matrix). 

 
 

Summary 

 

Like all the previous sites, Khao Nong Phuk is heavily superimposed with motifs. There 

is an imbalance of motif types, being heavily weighted on geometric motifs, particularly 

dots and rectangles. It has been difficult to interpret the former, whilst the latter, whose 

style, composition and motif association resemble those at Tham Roop, are possible 

representations of fish traps. These recurring motifs may represent appeals from 

hunters, who turn to spirits that had the ability to determine what and how much they 

could catch. Their repetition and superimposition suggest such appeals were made 

frequently, perhaps seasonally. Motifs that feature considerably less, such as 

anthropomorphs with enlarged stomachs (possibly an appeal for procreation) and 

bovine (possibly an appeal for agricultural fertility), may belong to individuals within 

the community.  
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5.3.4. Khao Wang Kula 

 

A total of 43 motifs were recorded across three panels of rock art at Khao Wang Kula 

(fig. 5.1). Panel one consists of 21 motifs; panel two only three; and panel three a total 

of 19 motifs. The largest category of motifs is anthropomorphs. Twenty-eight were 

recorded in the art, making up 65% of all motifs found at the site. They are 

predominantly made up of stick figure (five) and unadorned (20) anthropomorphs that 

are almost always, with the exception of two motifs, depicted with upraised arms. The 

second largest category to feature in the rock art of Khao Wang Kula is unidentified 

motifs. This group is made up of 11 motifs; totalling 25% of all motifs at Khao Wang 

Kula.  

 

Fertility  

 

Three unadorned anthropomorphs in panel one, two in profile and one front on, are 

depicted with enlarged torsos as if pregnant (fig. 5.48). Unlike similar motifs found at 

Tham Roop and Khao Nong Phuk – whose interpretative ambiguity balances between 

fertile anthropomorphs and fertile amphibian like creatures, due mainly to their enlarged 

torsos and conical heads – the shape of the motifs heads at Khao Wang Kula are 

rounded, suggesting an anthropomorphic morphology.  
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Figure. 5.48. Two unadorned anthropomorphs with enlarged torsos (DStretch with LRE matrix). 

 

Only three zoomorphs are depicted at Khao Wang Kula. These are found in panel one 

either side of the three ‘pregnant' anthropomorphs: two cockerels to its right and a 

bovine, with what could be an anthropomorph riding it, to its left (fig. 5.49). A further 

bovine to the far left of the panel is found in isolation. The presence of animals and 

pregnant anthropomorphs on the same panel suggests for a possible fertile association 

with animal husbandry. 
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Figure. 5.49. Motifs associated with ‘pregnant’ anthropomorphs. (top-left and right) Two 
cockerels (top-right image, DStretch with LRE matrix); (bottom) Anthropomorph riding a 

bovine. 
 

Therianthropic Motifs  

 

Khao Wang Kula features the second largest number of therianthropic motifs in its rock 

art. A total of three therianthropes are concentrated in panel three. Each are depicted 

with anthropomorphic characteristics that take on entirely different supernatural forms. 

The first therianthrope is depicted horizontally with two antennae protruding from its 

head; the second, is depicted vertically with a circular hollow head; and the third, a 

prominent snout with horns (fig. 5.9). If the images have any shamanic association, 

Khao Wang Kula could possibly have had a greater supernatural power and/or 
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connection with the supernatural world in view of the number of therianthropes 

depicted at the site. 

 

Most rock art sites in central-western Thailand are separated by some distance. Tham Ta 

Duang and Khao Wang Kula, however, are located on either side of the same mountain. 

The single therianthrope depicted with two antennae at Tham Ta Duang (fig. 5.8, 

middle-left) is also found at Khao Wang Kula. In this case, if therianthropes are 

representations of a spirit or a shaman communicating with a particular spirit, the same 

spirit may have been open for communication at both sites. The other two therianthropic 

depictions unique to Khao Wang Kula may therefore only be accessed there too. Having 

more than one spiritual deity is not unheard of. The Dayak of Borneo worship one 

supreme Being (Bunsu Petara), who is the creator of this world and other worlds. 

Beneath this being are seven gods: the God of agriculture and land (Sempulang Gana 

and Semarugah); God of war and healing (Sengalang Burong); God of medicine 

(Menjaya); God of creation (Selampandai); high priest and second in command (Biku 

Bunsu Petara); God of justice (Ini Inda/Inee/Andan); God of wealth (Anda Mara). The 

Dayak worship and undergo simple rituals and elaborate festivals to obtain good omens 

from these gods when required (Scharer, 1963).  

 

Anomalies in the art of Khao Wang Kula 

 

Panel one of Khao Wang Kula is the only panel out of the three that displays heavy 

motif superimposition. Here we find a wall space concentrated with motifs. It is easily 

accessed, making it easy and comfortable to apply paint to. Perhaps this panel served as 

an area for everyday worship and/or rituals that would ensure the daily life and health of 
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individuals and their families. This is in contrast to panels two and three, which feature 

no superimposition; rather images are found in isolation or in pairs at great heights that 

are impossible to reach from the rock shelter floor and are spread across a large expanse 

of the rock shelter wall. This suggests a level of respect was given to the images that 

may be associated with high-ranking members of society, as teaching tools for rituals or 

the documentation of particularly significant ceremonies. Only three isolated 

anthropomorphs are depicted in panel two. One of which is unique to the art of Khao 

Wang Kula as it is depicted with a long stick (fig. 5.50). With no motifs associated with 

it, this image stands alone allowing the mind to infer a number of possibilities, such as, 

a warrior holding a weapon, village head/chief with its staff or a farmer with an 

agricultural tool.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure. 5.50. Anthropomorphic motif with staff/weapon/agricultural tool (DStretch with YRE 
matrix). 
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Summary 

 

We find at Khao Wang Kula a greater number of anthropomorphic depictions than any 

other category of motif. Some of these represented possible fertility appeals amongst 

not just humans, but also agricultural animals. Khao Wang Kula also depicts the second 

largest number of therianthropic motifs, suggesting the site may have a particularly 

supernatural affiliation. Anomalies in the art, such as an anthropomorph with a 

staff/weapon/agricultural tool, may be a personal depiction by an individual or the 

documentation of a high-ranking member of the community as a teaching tool. The site 

is divided into three individual panels, one of which is heavily superimposed and easily 

accessed which suggests it was regularly visited to be painted. The other two panels 

display motifs clearly and are not easily accessed, suggesting these panels and their 

images were observed more frequently than they were accessed to be painted. 

 

5.3.5. Khao Plara 

 

A total of 87 motifs were recorded on one panel of rock art at Khao Plara. The largest 

category of motifs are those too deteriorated to identify. 41 unidentified motifs were 

recorded making up nearly half (48%) the total motif count. This is followed by an 

almost equal count of 22 anthropomorphic motifs (making up 26% of all motifs) and 21 

zoomorphic motifs (making up 25% of all motifs). Geometric motifs are absent from 

the site (fig. 5.1). 

 

Anthropomorphic motifs visually dominate the panel. The art features stick figure 

(three), adorned (17) and unadorned (one) anthropomorphic motifs that are exclusively 
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depicted with upraised arms and bent legs, as if dancing. Srisuchat (1990: 84) comments 

on the varying sizes of the anthropomorphs, suggesting this was intentional to give the 

scene depth. All but six anthropomorphic motifs are depicted facing west. Srisuchat 

(1990: 66) believes the whole panel is in procession moving and dancing in the same 

direction to the west. But whether they are dancing in a ritual ceremony and if so what 

or who the ceremony is in honour of is unknown. We are presented with possible 

suggestions when considering their associated motifs.  

 

Fertility 

 

In the centre of the panel an unadorned anthropomorph is depicted sitting in profile with 

a bulbous stomach, with a frog, turtle and an anthropomorph holding a cockerel (fig. 

5.51). The former figure has been interpreted as pregnant. Its depiction is similar to the 

pregnant figures at Khao Wang Kula, taking on a greater likeliness to an 

anthropomorph, as opposed to a zoomorph, on account of its rounded head. Srisuchat 

(1990: 62, 66) proposes the possibility for a further two pregnant adorned 

anthropomorphs at Khao Plara: one wearing a loincloth and the other with a headdress 

and loincloth. Both motifs are described as having enlarged chests and stomachs (fig. 

5.52). They are also depicted with their backs slightly arched and with upraised arms 

giving the image some fluidity – possibly representing the movement of dance. 

However, these two motifs are isolated and neither their stomachs are as rotund nor 

their chests any larger than the supposed ’pregnant’ anthropomorphs depicted at Khao 

Nong Phuk and Khao Wang Kula. Stylistically and compositionally they (as isolated 

adorned anthropomorphs without a prominent stomach dancing) are dissimilar to motifs 

with a stronger visual inclination toward being pregnant (as unadorned anthropomorphs 
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with a prominent stomach seated and associated with zoomorphic motifs). Variations of 

a pregnant anthropomorphic motif can occur across sites and at the same site, however, 

within the remit of the stylistic and compositional characteristics found with fertile 

motifs across central-western Thailand, it is difficult to determine if these figures are 

represented as ‘pregnant’.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure. 5.51. Unadorned pregnant anthropomorph associated with a frog, turtle and an 

anthropomorph holding a cockerel. 
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Figure. 5.52. Supposed pregnant adorned anthropomorphs. 
 

 

Agriculture 

 

There are more bovine motifs at Khao Plara than at any other rock art site in central-

western Thailand. A total of 13 bovines are represented and are often associated, in 

scale, with anthropomorphic motifs. Bovines are categorised into two groups: adorned 

and unadorned. Those that are adorned are depicted in outline and silhouette with 

patterning in their torso and those that are unadorned are exclusively found in outline. 

 

Two of these motif combinations, of adorned anthropomorph and bovine, stylistically 

and compositionally stand out from other motifs on the panel. The first motif, 

measuring approximately 80 by 110 centimetres, depicts an anthropomorph with a 

headdress and loincloth holding or being pulled by a harness tied to an adorned bovine 
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in outline and silhouette with internal patterning (fig. 5.53. top). The second, measures 

approximately 80 by 70 centimetres and depicts an anthropomorph with a headdress, 

loincloth and bracelets holding in one hand a harness tied to an adorned bovine in 

outline and silhouette with internal patterning (fig. 5.53, bottom). Srisuchat (1990: 68) 

describes the anthropomorph as struggling to control the bovine, as it is depicted askew 

and balancing on one foot. The anthropomorphs other hand appears to be holding a 

sprig of unidentified flora. Figure 5.54 also depicts an anthropomorph holding a similar 

motif in one hand as if waving it with upraised arms. The sprig has been interpreted as 

cultivated cereals; leading to interpretations that the art may represent an agricultural 

ritual ceremony (Srisuchat, 1990: 66). Domesticated cereals have yet to be discovered 

within prehistoric archaeological sites of central-western Thailand, however, rice was 

found at Khok Phanom Di – a contemporaneous coastal site in eastern Thailand 

(Higham & Maloney, 1989; Higham & Thosarat, 1994). 

 

Sukkham (2007: 15) compares anthropomorphic and bovine motif combinations to the 

New Year ritual ceremonies of the Bahnar (discussed above) where a water buffalo is 

sacrificed to the God, Yang, for a prosperous year’s harvest. A similar sacrifice is made 

during funerary ceremonies. Once ritual procession, dance and prayers by the chair of 

the ceremony, ‘Riu Yang’, are made, a water buffalo is sacrificed. The buffalo’s horns 

are hung on the walls of the communal house, its meat shared amongst village 

households and its blood used to wash village treasures. Any explicit signs of sacrifice 

are not depicted in the rock art of Khao Plara. It is not necessary to have a literal 

representation of this activity, however, the presence of a spear or arrow could suggest 

it. Neither motif is found in the rock art of Khao Plara today; a single spear is present 

only at Khao Nong Phuk and Pha Daeng. Although we cannot determine whether the  
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Figure. 5.53. (top) Adorned anthropomorph holding a harness tied to an adorned bovine. 
(bottom) Adorned anthropomorph holding a sprig of unknown flora and a harness  tied to an 

adorned bovine. 
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Figure. 5.54. Adorned anthropomorph holding a sprig of unidentified flora. 
 
 

significance of the Bahnar’s ritual ceremony is likely to be the same for prehistoric 

central-western Thailand, the depiction of bovines in the rock art suggests they may 

have participated and/or played a significant role either in the ceremony represented in 

the rock art or in the ceremony/activities in the creation of the rock art. This could be 

suggested in the way the bovines have been depicted, with elaborate internal patterning 

in their body cavity and having been integrated within a scene of adorned 

anthropomorphs with upraised arms as if dancing. Moreover, a bovine painted half in 

outline and silhouette is depicted coming out of the torso of a therianthropic 

anthropomorph, perhaps its spirit-helper/guide (fig. 5.10). Like the ritual ceremonies of 

the Bahnar and the Zhuang, the scenes depicted at Khao Plara have the potential to 

represent a ritual ceremony for agricultural prosperity.  
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We find a similar motif combination but with stick figure anthropomorphs and 

unadorned bovines. A group of motifs close to the rock shelter floor are invisible to the 

naked eye and thus are omitted from the original tracings of the rock art (Srisuchat, 

1990). An image of the area processed through DStretch reveals three bovines depicted 

in outline, two of which are held on harnesses by stick figure anthropomorphs, the third 

stands alone (fig. 5.55). Figure 5.56 depicts a group of red and black adorned and 

unadorned anthropomorphs, a dog and a herd of unadorned bovine in outline. The top 

image in figure 5.56 is an unedited picture of the scene, the image is not appropriate for 

digital enhancement with DStretch due to the lack of red pigment, thus, a tracing by 

Srisuchat (1990: 81) is provided to give a clearer depiction of it (fig. 5.6, bottom). This 

is the only area on the panel to depict a herd of zoomorphs. Only one anthropomorphic 

and bovine motif is painted in red, with the internal cavity of the bovine in outline filled 

in with black. Motifs in black have been ‘chalked’ in afterwards to create a herd of 

bovine and additional unadorned (two) and adorned (one) anthropomorphs associated 

with a dog. The anthropomorphs and dog are grouped to the right as though charging 

head on towards the herd of bovine that features two bovines running towards them and 

three running away from them. Perhaps this group of paintings represent a hunting 

scene of wild bovine. Alternatively it could depict three unadorned anthropomorphs 

mustering a herd of wild or domesticated bovine from which the adorned 

anthropomorph selects one to participate in a ritual ceremony. Perhaps painting the act, 

whatever that may be, is ceremonial in itself. 
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Figure. 5.55. Hidden motifs of stick figure anthropomorphs and bovines in outline (DStretch 
with CRGB and LRE matrix). 
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Figure. 5.56. (top) Unedited image of red and black adorned and unadorned anthropomorphs, a 
dog and a herd of unadorned bovine in outline; (bottom) Tracing of the left image (Srisuchat, 

1990: 81). 
 

At Khao Plara we see a direct contrast between the style in which bovine motifs have 

been depicted, either with elaborate body patterning or as simple outline figures. It 

could be suggested that the unadorned bovines represent wild animals being captured by 

the anthropomorphs to domesticate, as bovines are also depicted ‘tamed’ or ‘restrained’ 
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on leashes held by anthropomorphs. They then may have possibly played a role in some 

sort of ritual, as their bodies are adorned with elaborate patterns and associated with 

adorned anthropomorphs and therianthropes. The stylised animal head carvings at either 

end of log coffins found at Tham Ongbah may represent the head of a bovine, 

iconographically linking the rock art in some degree to that of burial items. This 

suggests a possible funerary connection, or that the bovine held some kind of mortuary 

significance, as its image is possibly represented on coffins and by metaphoric 

extension in the rock art. 

 

Therianthropic Motifs 

 

Khao Plara features the greatest number of therianthropic depictions in central-western 

Thailand. These images are depicted in a larger scale that over shadows the other motifs 

on the panel. Figure 5.10 (top) shows two motifs side by side at Khao Plara. The left 

anthropomorph is painted in silhouette with defined fingers. The right therianthrope is 

depicted in outline with a distinctive protruding snout and talon like hands. Both motifs 

are in a similar posture – their torso contorted to the right with bent legs and raised 

arms. These images may be two separate motifs, but it is worth asking if they could be 

the same entity depicted in its human form transgressing into a ‘supernatural’ one. 

Similarly, to the far right of these motifs is a line of four therianthropic motifs in outline 

(fig. 5.10, bottom). The first therianthrope faces east and is twice as large as the other 

three facing west. It is adorned with a beaver like bustle and possibly a short feathered 

headdress or tuft of hair (Srisuchat, 1990: 78). Curiously, a half silhouetted and half 

outlined bovine protrudes from its torso. It is also depicted without hands and feet – a 

feature adopted by the three other therianthropes directly facing it. These three motifs 
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graduate in size from approximately 105 centimetres, 50 centimetres to 45 centimetres. 

All three possess a less prominent snout compared to the east facing therianthrope and 

are each uniquely adorned. The first therianthrope has a beaver like bustle and in its 

torso dots form a rectangular pattern. On close inspection, dots follow the outline of the 

figure; on reaching the elbow only dots continue to form the shape of the lower arm. 

The second therianthrope has a circle inside its head and a horizontally striped rectangle 

in its torso. The third has a torso with a rectangular criss-cross lattice design. Again, 

these may be read as separate motifs on account of their differing adornments or the 

transgression of one, possibly at different stages of trance, morphing into the larger east 

facing therianthorpe.  

 

What is the reason for their presence in the art? Was Khao Plara a site visited to access a 

supernatural world or a place to go to in order to experience some sort of shamanic 

trance? Looking at their placement on the panel, they feature alongside adorned 

anthropomorphs and bovines, as well as a pregnant anthropomorph. If the rock art 

depicts, as has been suggested, a ceremony associated with fertility or agricultural 

prosperity, the presence of therianthropes in the art may represent shamans or religious 

leaders presiding over the ritual ceremony or to make contact and mediate with 

supernatural spirits or beings. Alternatively, veneration towards bovines that are 

depicted adorned and where therianthropes appear to have adopted similar 

morphological characteristics such as horns and a snout could possibly represent the 

archaic totemic beliefs of central-western Thai people. 
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Superimposition 

 

Khao Plara is the only site to feature both red and black motifs. Black motifs overlay 

red images, suggesting they were painted later. The black pigment is faint and the 

majority of the motifs are too difficult to make out due to colour desaturation and 

overlapping. There does not appear to be any order to the position of black motifs. The 

images ‘chalked’ in black are drawn freely, crossing over some of the paintings in red; 

however, some images have been incorporated into existing red motifs, as mentioned 

above.  Interestingly, the content and style of the black motifs mimic the images painted 

in red (fig. 5.57), although there are slight variations and additional new design motifs.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure. 5.57. Red rooster motif mimicked in black above it. 
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Repetition has been identified as an aid to stimulate the senses and heighten awareness 

in all education, particularly rituals. The use of repetition has long been used as a 

didactic tool to aid learning when facts needed to be remembered precisely (Merrill, 

1983: 323). Educational theorists like Merrill (1983: 323) argue that an essential 

element of memorisation is repetition and can be aided by mnemonic devices, such as  

intonations, actions or visual stimuli. Perhaps rock art motifs were produced as 

mnemonic devices in association with the teaching of aspects of ritual or ceremony so 

that these motifs, when viewed at a later date, would assist the observer in recalling the 

information correctly. If motifs were produced as mnemonic devices it is thought that 

each time a teaching session was repeated the motifs would have been re-emphasised by 

re-marking or rubbing (Ross & Davidson, 2006: 319). Shoocongdej (2002: 193-194) 

points out that at Pha Deang there are a cluster of motifs so poorly preserved it is 

difficult to identify them. She also brings to attention the many superimposed motifs of 

Khao Plara proposing that these sites were visited on many occasions over a period of 

time (Shoocongdej, 2002: 197). Perhaps the abraded or superimposed motifs were used 

as didactic tools where the teacher may have rubbed or drawn over the motifs to teach 

aspects of ritual. 

 

Repeated production of any motif at a particular place suggests that there may have 

been some benefit to the artist producing the motifs there, this might account for its 

recurring production. Given that initial explanations for the meaning behind rock art 

motifs to participants have to be verbal, repetition of the production of motifs would not 

be necessary once the meaning had been voiced. However, if production of the motif 

itself was a vital ritual action and the audience a supernatural one, repetition may be 

seen as a means of ensuring the message was received (Layton, 1991: 145). Moreover, 
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the production of rock art leaves a permanent, or near permanent mark of 

communication. It provides tangible evidence to both the community members and the 

supernatural audience that the ritual has been enacted or the act of painting itself a part 

of ritual performance.  

 

Summary 

 

Repetitive superimposed motifs are a common feature in rock art sites across central-

western Thailand; only at Khao Plara do black motifs superimpose red ones. Despite 

this variation, the same questions previously asked can also apply to Khao Plara. Could 

the rock art have been created on more than one occasion, seasonally, annually, as and 

when required or only at significant times of the year? Do they represent communal or 

individual concerns offered for consultation with a celestial being? Or is it documenting 

a significant ritual ceremony or is the act of painting more significant than the art itself? 

What seems evident in the art of Khao Plara is that motifs were repeatedly painted on its 

walls; these overlapped one another and were likely painted at different times in view of 

colour and style variants. As is the case with all superimposed motifs in central-western 

Thailand, the time frame in which they were painted is undeterminable. Discussions 

above suggest the rock art of Khao Plara depicts communal and individual appeals that 

relate to the everyday life of a hunter-gatherer based society that practised 

domestication. Like Khao Wang Kula the depiction of more than one therianthrope 

suggests the site was particularly potent, with a total of five possible supernatural beings 

or shamans practising at the site. The style and composition of adorned anthropomorphs 

give the art a ceremonial quality that may encompass concepts of totemism and/or 
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animism. Likewise, it is equally probable that these scenes served a documentary 

purpose and/or were used as teaching tools of their agricultural life-ways.  

 

5.3.6. Pha Daeng 

 

A total of 46 motifs were recorded across three panels of rock art at Pha Daeng. Panel 

one contains the least number of motifs out of the three, depicting only five motifs. 

Panel two has the largest motif count of 24 and panel three, 13. The largest category of 

motifs to feature at Pha Daeng are anthropomorphic motifs of which 31 were recorded 

(making up 67% of total motifs). The second largest are those categorised as 

unidentified, 11 of which were recorded (making up 24% of total motifs) followed by 

only four zoomorphs (making up approximately 9% of total motifs). No geometric 

motifs were recorded at the site (fig. 5.1). 

 

The first panel depicts only four unadorned anthropomorphs and one anthropomorph 

with a loincloth. All anthropomorphs are depicted with their arms raised. Looking at the 

panel as a whole it is difficult to decipher any potential meaning other than 

anthropomorphs dancing or worshipping. 

 

Panel two contains a linear scene of eight adorned anthropomorphs depicted with 

varying combinations of headdresses, loincloths and shoulder feathers, and a group of 

three unadorned anthropomorphs (fig. 5.58). Almost all are depicted with upraised 

arms. The anthropomorphic motif close to the end of the line-up to the right, with 

defined thigh and calf muscles, wearing a loincloth and shoulder feathers, stands out 

from the scene. It is larger in size and appears to be at the forefront of the other 
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anthropomorphic motifs. This composition may have been intentional to make the 

anthropomorph more prominent in the scene; and possibly representative of a group 

leader or chief. Smaller anthropomorphs in the scene have been interpreted by 

Schoocondej (2002: 193) as children and that the scene as a whole represents a family 

unit participating in a communal ceremonial dance.  

 

Figure. 5.58. Possible ritual ceremonial scene. 
 

Above these figures an anthropomorph is depicted throwing an arrow or spear towards a 

charging/leaping bovine in outline, suggesting the scene is one of hunting (fig. 5.58). 

On the other hand the bovine is depicted face on with the anthropomorph, drawing away 

from the suggestion of a ‘hunt’ and more towards a purposeful battle or sacrifice. If the 

latter, there are no suggestions in the rock art as to who or what the bovine is being 

sacrificed for. To the right of these motifs a further three anthropomorphs are depicted 

with an adorned bovine. The central anthropomorph is adorned with two smaller 

unadorned anthropomorphs either side of it. Both are holding a similar object, a vessel 

perhaps carrying sacred water or musical instrument suggesting music played a part in 
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the ritual represented in the art (Shoocongdej 2002: 194). Their gestures, however, 

suggest they are presenting, rather then playing, the objects to the central, larger figure. 

Another adorned anthropomorph further to the right is holding the same object, 

surrounded by three poorly preserved anthropomorphs (fig. 5.59).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure. 5.59. Adorned anthropomorph with possible musical instrument or vessel. 

 

All anthropomorphs in the panel are painted in silhouette with no facial features. There 

is no indication whether they are depicted from the back or front. This gives the scene a 

new perspective and an alternative interpretation that encompasses all elements of the 

panel. The spear/arrow throwing anthropomorph and leaping bovine could be the central 

‘attraction’; one possibly of fighting or a sacrificial ritual performance, from which all 

the other anthropomorphs in the panel are focused on and facing. Rather than a family 

unit accounting for the different size of anthropomorphs, their differing size could be 

read as depth within a scene; for example, the larger the figure, the further it is from the 

central ‘attraction’. The scene incorporates anthropomorphs playing music and dancing. 

If this panel is a direct representation of a ritual ceremony, its composition makes more 
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sense than one of hunting wild bovine – an activity that in hunter-gatherer societies 

today would usually take place away from the nuclear dwelling.  

 

The final panel is heavily deteriorated, as a result most motifs are difficult to identify 

(fig. 5.60). What can be made out are three adorned, two unadorned and one stick figure 

anthropomorph; two dogs; one therianthrope and six unidentified motifs. The panel 

does not seem to depict any scenes, but motifs that have been freely drawn and 

superimposed on top of each other. These may have been personal paintings created by 

and for an individual. The therianthrope stands out from the panel, as it is the largest 

visible motif and painted in a style inconsistent with the other motifs on the panel or 

elsewhere at the site. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure. 5.60. Panel of superimposed motifs. 
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Summary 

 

The rock art of Pha Daeng is presented similarly to those at Khao Wang Kula, whereby 

its paintings feature on three separate linear panels, with a single accessible panel 

reserved for the application of images that have been superimposed onto one another. 

The other two panels contain fewer motifs or an organised scene. It is the scene depicted 

in panel two that is the most indicative of a ritual ceremony. Although indirect signs of 

hunting, in the form of traps for example, are suggested at other rock art sites in central-

western Thailand, Pha Daeng is the only site to depict an anthropomorph explicitly 

throwing a spear/arrow toward an advancing bovine. Despite the introduction of 

farming, hunting was still a crucial subsistence practice amongst prehistoric central-

western Thais and thus it is plausible that its representation in the rock art would have 

held significance to the local community. The way in which the scene has been 

presented suggests it represents a ritual hunting ceremony of either hunting down or 

sacrificing a wild bovine; perhaps done in honour of the spirits who had ultimate control 

over the success of their hunt.  

 

The artistic content of all six rock art sites in central-western Thailand have thus far 

been discussed, and while there is great unity in the occurrence and style of certain 

motif categories, each site has its own nuances, variation of form or site-specific motifs. 

The implications and possible meanings of this are explored in the concluding chapter. 

Above all, rock art images were not experienced passively; it would have involved an 

embodied engagement with the art. This chapter will now move on to explore the 

corporeal affect motifs, as described above, have on an observer.  
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5.4. Engaging with Rock Art 

 

Discussions in chapter four focused on an embodied experience journeying to the sites, 

being at the sites and experiencing the rock art, we now move onto the agentive 

qualities of the rock art itself.  Images contain an agent that when acknowledged evoke 

certain modes of behaviour that aligns to the concept of Corpothetics – the notion of an 

embodied corporeal aesthetics – a shift by Pinney (2004) from conventional approaches 

to aesthetics in anthropological studies of art and in opposition to its total abandonment, 

as advocated by Gell (1998). By moving beyond images as mere representations, what 

becomes relevant is ‘not how images look, but what they can do’ (Pinney, 2004: 8). 

Thus, a corpothetic appreciation of an image permits discussion surrounding the 

viewer’s instinctive bodily acknowledgment of the images effectiveness, giving the 

image what it needs to function properly. A corpothetic approach will be taken to the 

rock art of central-western Thailand and presented here as an overview. 

 

In the same way that the physicality of a place can prescribe one’s movements through 

and within it, the physicality of an image can prescribe how one observes and reacts to 

it. The position, quantity and size of images affect a visitor’s experience of the rock art. 

They have the power to dictate a viewer’s movements and can call forth certain 

behaviours and reactions. The subject matter of an image also plays a major role on the 

corpothetic impact of the image on a visitor. Beginning with anthropomorphs, a 

relatable image, even in its most rudimentary form as a stick figure, it emits a human-

like agency especially if depicted almost life sized. No anthropomorphic motifs in 

central-western Thailand were found to be life size: the largest motif, located in Khao 

Plara, measures at an approximate height of 100 cm. These images, however, dominate 
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the panel, capturing ones attention first with smaller motifs taking a backseat. The 

closer one moves to the panel the larger the images become and the higher and more 

intimidating they feel. Beneath the rock art, looking up, a sense of subordination is felt. 

This can also be said in relation to larger therianthropic motifs, specifically at Khao 

Plara, where a line of therianthropes is located at the top of the panel. 

 

The size of anthropomorphic motifs varies between and within each site. Thus, 

anthropomorphs painted at a smaller scale would elicit a visceral reaction antithetical to 

those invoked by larger motifs. By no means would a smaller anthropomorph lose their 

efficacy, rather, if contained in one’s visual field, the visitor has a degree of control over 

the image which makes it less imposing. The large majority of anthropomorphic motifs 

found across the six rock art sites of central-western Thailand are depicted at a smaller 

scale.  

 

Although other smaller anthropomorphs and therianthropes do not command attention 

by their size, however, they do so by the way in which they are depicted. Pha Daeng, 

Khao Plara, Tham Ta Duang and Tham Roop distinctly feature anthropomorphs either 

adorned with headdresses, loincloths or shoulder feathers and/or depicted with 

anatomical enlargements concentrated primarily on their thighs and calves. Adorned 

anthropomorphs are depicted with both features while unadorned anthropomorphs are 

depicted with only the latter. Their attributes separate them from less elaborate 

anthropomorphs, bringing them forward, catching and prioritising one’s gaze. 

Consequently, these motifs are powerful, emitting a sense of strength and bestowing a 

superiority that commands attention. 
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This is also the case with therianthropic motifs, although fewer in number to any other 

type of anthropomorph (adorned, unadorned, stick figure), these motifs elicit a different 

corpothetic response because although they are depicted with human attributes, they 

also feature zoomorphic characteristics. At least one therianthrope is depicted at each 

rock art site in central-western Thailand. These images are therefore more difficult to 

relate to than a naturalistic image of an anthropomorph. Nonetheless, they catch the eye 

and stand out from the rock art, because they are unlike any other motif present. No 

matter where on the panel a therianthrope is displayed they are distinct and stand out. At 

Tham Roop, a therianthrope is painted close to the crevice of the fissure and nearly 

overtaken by vegetative growth below, yet its unusual style shines through these 

obstructions (fig. 5.61). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.61. Therianthropic motif, Khao Plara. 
 

Similarly, geometric motifs may not have a strong corpothetic affect on the visitor, as 

they do not resemble living things, which do not call forth animateness and human-like 

agency in the way anthropomorphic images do. Geometric motifs are plentiful at Tham 

Roop and Khao Nong Phuk. The latter site however, out numbers any rock art site in 
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central-western Thailand with an overwhelming abundance of geometric motifs 

covering the rock shelter wall and outcrop (fig. 5.62). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.62. Geometric motifs, Khao Nong Phuk. 
 

Zoomorphic motifs also possess some degree of personhood. They commonly feature in 

the rock art of central-western Thailand; but the majority are either in scale to their 

associated motifs or smaller to other motifs when depicted individually. Zoomorphs, 

however, take centre stage at Khao Plara, where adorned bovines are associated in scale 

to adorned anthropomorphs. They are given a sense of importance by association with 

adorned anthropomorphs and are, themselves, elaborately adorned as if they too are in 

ceremonial wear (fig. 5.53). Other zoomorphic motifs are unadorned and engage with 

the audience in a similar manner to stick figure anthropomorphs. 
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We now move onto the superimposition of motifs that is present at all sites, which 

suggests that some panels were painted frequently. Whether painted repetitively by the 

same or different hand, at the same time, every month, year, beginning of the harvest or 

coming of age, is difficult to ascertain. Superimposed motifs usually occur in areas that 

are easy to reach from the surface floor, as found at Tham Ta Duang (fig. 4.22. right), 

Pha Daeng (fig. 4.12) and Khao Wang Kula (fig. 4.16). Aside from their respective 

panels being relatively easy to reach, the heavy overlay of motifs makes the panel 

approachable, almost as if it is inviting the observer to join in and leave their mark. To 

view the panel can be confusing, as one tries to visually separate the motifs to create 

some order and make sense of the images. The panels in which the paintings are 

confined to fit within the observer’s visual field. This provides a degree of control over 

the images; allowing the observer to decide whether to approach it and leave a mark. 

Tham Roop and Khao Plara are the only two sites where superimposition occurs across 

their full panel, at heights unreachable from the shelter floor. Here we find panels of 

rock art that are painted in such a way (individually, in scenes, superimposed) and from 

such distances (close or far above the rock shelter floor) that suggest that the rock art 

should either be observed from a distance or encourages viewers to come closer to the 

panel and possibly leave their own mark if they have the courage and wit about them to 

reach such heights. The mass of images concentrated on the wall is overpowering, only 

fitting into one’s visual field when viewed at some distance – it feels as though it is 

making a statement. The corpothetic responses to superimposed episodes of rock art are 

in absolute contrast to images depicted in scenes. 

 

Adorned and unadorned anthropomorphs are usually depicted in intricate scenes painted 

in great detail and with precision. They are often found high above the shelter floor, as 
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found at Pha Daeng, Tham Ta Duang and Khao Plara. Taking Pha Daeng as an example 

we find a scene of adorned anthropomorphs engaged in ceremony (fig. 5.58). Located 

ten metres from the shelter floor the observer is beneath it, requiring one to look up. It is 

unreachable and yet its intricacy captures the eye, holding one’s gaze as one seeks to 

apprehend the scene before them. As such, one finds themselves standing before the art 

for a longer period of time compared to the other motifs. Conversely, some motifs, 

primarily at Pha Daeng and Khao Wang Kula require the visitor to visually search for 

the art. Small in scale and quantity, they are dwarfed by the rock shelter wall they are 

painted on. Without knowledge of them they could easily be bypassed. When these 

images were first painted they would have been bright red and thus easier to find. In 

fact, all paintings across the six rock art sites would have prehistorically been seen in a 

much brighter hue and more defined. This would have had a strong corpothetic affect, 

more than they do now. One could imagine it heightened an observer’s visual appeal. 

They would have jumped out against the rocks yellow-grey surface, as if the images 

bled through the rocks surface. 

 

Experiencing the art was not a passive activity for the prehistoric people of central-

western Thailand; it would have involved corporeal engagement with it, whether this 

was as part of a performance, ritual activity, its creation, maintenance, or merely being 

present at the site. The meaning of these images was defined through interaction with 

them in social and ritual settings. As Gell (1998: 4) suggests of all art objects, these 

rock art images have no existence independent of their manifestation in social 

interactions – therefore, these images did things.  
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6 
 

 

Central-western Thailand: A Moving Landscape 
 

 

‘Landscapes’ amongst traditional archaeologists were treated as inactive, static 

backdrops that only staged actions, but were never part of or contributory to them.  This 

perspective suppresses ‘landscapes’ as simple viewpoints that are looked at and over. It 

ignores the relationships between it and people. If we broaden the idea of landscape and 

understand it to be part of a world of movement, relationships, histories and memories, 

we can begin to recognise its complexities. People engage and re-engage with the 

landscape, appropriate and contest it, create and dispute self, group and national identity 

with it (Bender, 1993: 3). Landscapes never stand still, they are always in motion. 

 

As presented in previous chapters, there has been a move in archaeology toward an 

experiential and phenomenological understanding of locatedness (Tilley, 1994). Bender 

(2001a: 76; 2001b: 7), however, calls for an embodied phenomenological approach to 

people on the move. Previous studies concentrated on the socio-political-economic 

examination of migration, a phenomenological approach seeks not to replace them, but 

to contribute to the discussion (Bender, 2001b: 9). The introductory chapter to this 

thesis provided a brief chronological overview of the patterns of land use in central-

western Thailand from the Palaeolithic to the present. Phenomenological investigations 

into the landscape of central-western Thailand in chapter three considered the 

inextricable link between the kinaesthetic influence of the landscape in relation to the 

body and its continual sensorial impact through time. The meaning and significance of 
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landscape on the other hand is changeable and its importance can vary for a plethora of 

reasons over a period of time. Here discussions now turn to exploring local meaning, 

understanding and engagement with the contemporary landscape of central-western 

Thailand. 

 

6.1. Contemporary Landscape 

 

The collective population of Kanchanaburi and Uthai Thani Province total 

approximately 1,200,000; 24.8% (297,057) of which reside in four districts (Sai Yok, Si 

Sawat and Mueang District, Kanchanaburi Province and Lan Sak District, Uthai Thani 

Province) wherein lie the six rock art sites of central-western Thailand. The region is 

predominantly Thai, but its geographic location, bordering Myanmar, inevitably sees an 

ethnicity crossover. The six villages (Tha Thung Na, Pon Wai, Ton Ma Muang, Phu 

Laad, Chai Khao and Huai Sok Village) where I carried out my fieldwork are set in the 

forested and mountainous uplands of central-western Thailand. They are not built up 

areas; rather wooden or bricked homes are intermittently dispersed around mountain 

bases, with raft houses constructed along the river’s edge. Smooth cement and rough 

dirt roads interweave between mountain passes connecting major roads, crop fields, 

villages and remote destinations. 

 

Most villages were located at the base of the mountains where my research sites were 

found. Village sizes vary, as do their population. An appointed member of the village 

heads each. It is a role typically taken up by men, however, at the time of my fieldwork, 

a female headed Tha Thung Na Village in Mueang District, Kanchanaburi Province. 

Village heads are appointed democratically through balloting by fellow villager’s and 
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serve a five year term. They are tasked with looking after the wellbeing of villager’s, 

chair monthly meetings, deal with local disputes and are the liaison between villager’s 

and the local government. Village heads played a vital role in my research; from 

obtaining permission to stay and conduct research within the village to connecting me 

with local hunter-gatherers and other village heads, as well as giving me the opportunity 

to understand their own connections to the landscape and rock art sites. My contact with 

locals was frequent. The interviews I carried out and my interaction and participation in 

everyday activities during my fieldwork proved invaluable to this chapter and my 

research as a whole, enabling me to gain an understanding of contemporary local views 

towards the landscape and rock art sites of the region. 

 

6.2. Landscapes of the ‘Non-citizen, Alien Other’ 

 

It was in my discussions primarily with village heads and elder members of the 

community who were not born into today’s established villages, but had moved to and 

were present in their early construction, that the large majority of my study area had 

undergone recent infrastructural changes. These infrastructural changes have primarily 

been in the form of dam constructions that have led to major landscape transformations, 

a population reshuffle and the displacement of ethnic minorities.  

 

Prior to the building of three dams in Kanchanaburi Province (Srinakarin Dam 

completed in 1978, Tha Thung Na Dam in 1981 and Vajralongkorn Dam in 1984) and a 

single dam in Uthai Thani Province (Thap Salao Dam built in 1988), the region was 

largely reserved evergreen and mixed deciduous forest that was under the protection of 

the government. The uplands under study are part of a long stretch of mountains and 
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hills (Tenasserim Range) that serve as a natural demarcator between Thailand and 

Myanmar. It supports a diverse range of flora and fauna and is occupied by ethnic 

minority groups, Karen, Mon, Hmong and Khamu. Of the highlanders, the Karen (also 

known as Pgak’nyau by the Karen; Kariang by the Thai; Yang by northern Thai’s and 

Kayin by the Burmese) is the largest ethnic minority group to reside in northern and 

western Thailand. There are a total of 11 Karen sub-groups; differentiated not by 

cultural distinctions, but rather their language. Two sub-groups, the Sgaw and Pwo are 

largely found in Thailand, with the latter group predominantly occupying the central-

western region of Thailand (Stern, 1979). The exact number of illegal migrants is 

statistically unknown and when they first settled in the region is indeterminable. Keyes 

(1979: 1) proposes migrants began occupying the region from the end of the eighteenth 

century; however, there are claims they resided in the region for over 2,000 years 

having migrated from the Gobi desert (Lonsdale, 1983). 

 

Prior to the first dam construction in 1978, little study had been done on ethnic minority 

groups in central-western Thailand aside from Stern’s (1979) ethnographic record of the 

Karen during the 1960s. His study provides us with an idea of their general living as 

upland swidden cultivators, who practise Animism over standardised Thai Buddhism. 

Isolated by distance and jungle, ethnic minority groups occupying the western region of 

Thailand were largely cut off from pervasive Thai influences. It is only within the past 

two generations that they have submitted to Thai influence with direct administration 

from Thai officials, opening of public schools, the growing exploitation of the region’s 

resources for commercial interests and local infrastructure encroaching deeper into 

forest land. 
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In the lead up to the construction of the four dams of central-western Thailand, a large 

population of ethnic minorities were displaced. Current older village members believed 

they had all migrated north, deeper into the forest or back to Myanmar, and that they 

would have more than likely passed on now. In wanting to interview regional locals, 

village heads and district officers suggested possible leads; these were followed up but 

with little success. I did, however, have better luck at Ton Ma Muang Village where 

there was a single informant who had previously lived a nomadic life in the upland area, 

before any dams were built and where Tham Roop rock art site exists. Despite the small 

sample size, the data I have included the data gathered during my interview with a 

member of an ethnic minority group that occupied the mountainous region of central-

western Thailand to give an insight into the types of relationships, beliefs and traditions 

that were attached to the landscape and rock art sites prior to any major infrastructural 

changes and Thai influence. 

 

The informant, in his early sixties and ethnically Karen, was born and raised in the 

mountains. He recalls a time when the region was sparsely populated with 

approximately 100 households, none of which were occupied by Thais. He speaks of a 

time, before the dam and the consequential influx of lowlanders into his commune, 

when he lived amongst vibrant pristine forest, up with the mountains where wildlife was 

rife. His village had no electricity, roads, telephones or schools. Contact with Thai 

people was minimal; or interaction was limited to when Thai merchants visited to buy 

pigs or if they ventured into the lowlands to sell forest products or buy farming 

equipment or salt. He described his former life, before government officials forced him 

to relocate to a lower elevation, as a ‘forest dweller’, who was heavily reliant on the 
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natural resources surrounding him and his family. As a community they produced 

almost everything for their own consumption: 

 

‘We grew rice, chillies, vegetables and corn. We grew cotton to make our clothes 

and raised pigs and chickens for religious purposes, as well as to eat, and also 

water buffalo and cows to plough the land and sell as our only and main source of 

income. Some would also keep elephants for logging. Wild elephants did exist; 

they would often come close to the house. When we got sick we gathered 

medicinal herbs from the surrounding forest. Because we could grow almost 

anything, we were self-sufficient and rarely needed anything from the outside. 

Village elders managed and controlled access to natural resources; as a result 

there were rarely any disputes as resources were plentiful. This is the traditional 

Pgak’nyau way of life’.  

 

When asked if he had visited Tham Roop, he replies, ‘once before when I was a child. 

But we do not have any interest because it is not related to agriculture or harvesting’.  

 

The Karen have a close relationship with place. It is as an integral part of their identity, 

for they conceive themselves as forest dwellers living in and with nature, and are part of 

a complex local community of plants, humans, animals and spiritual beings (Buergin, 

2003: 44-45). Natural landmarks delimit homes and fields; specific natal trees and 

sacred tree groves serve as reference points for potential danger; and certain pathways 

provide access to health, as well as exit routes out of hazardous territory (McKinnon, 

2003: 64). Their belief in the existence of tutelary spirits manifests in every land, river, 

mountain, large tree, and great rock (Lord of the Land, Lord of the Mountains, Lord of 
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the Trees and so forth). Fostering relations with these spiritual caretakers is a crucial 

part of Karen life. Their support is continually sought in order to reap the benefits of the 

forest. To propitiate these beings, ritual performances, sacrifices and offerings are made. 

My informant speaks of an annual rite his village ritual leader would perform to the 

Lord of Water and Land, who had the power to determine a community’s ability to 

settle and remain in their living and cultivating domains. Appeasing such spirits were 

crucial to the Karen who practice rotational cultivation, known as, rai mun wian. This 

agricultural technique involves settling in new upland forestry for short periods of time 

to clear, burn and cultivate until the soil is exhausted of its nutrients (an agricultural 

process known as swidden or slash-and-burn). Ten to 20 years of fallowing follows 

before the land is re-cultivated.  Individual households may also perform rituals of their 

own but they are primarily agricultural rituals and usually performed when crop 

performance is failing. When asked if either ritual is still performed today, I am told, 

‘not like it was back then’. Today ceremonies do not involve the whole community, 

‘they are smaller, involving only the family or an individual. We now offer orange 

juice, rice and fruit instead of sacrificing pigs and chickens’.  

 

With incoming Thai’s encroaching onto the highlands and Christian missionary 

influence, which began as early as 1882 (U Zan & Sowards, 1963: 305), a large number 

of Karen have converted to Buddhism or Christianity. Some are fully committed to their 

newfound faith; others have blended either one of the religions with their original 

Animistic beliefs. My informant practised both Buddhism and Animism.  Although 

ethnically Karen, he holds Thai citizenship, speaks Thai and Karen, lives in a bricked 

home where hangs a picture of the then King, King Bhumibol Adulyadej, his 

grandchildren go to a Thai school, he tends to his small holding where he still makes 
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offerings to the spirits of nature, but no longer practises swidden cultivation. According 

to Thai elites, to become Thai, one needs to divert away from matrifocal kinship and 

cult groups and move toward a more sedentary, household centred, patrifocal way of 

life, governed externally by an authoritarian and hierarchal political system. The state 

religion, Buddhism, must be embraced; swidden agricultural practices abandoned and 

wet-rice cultivation adopted. 

 

Walker (2001: 146) writes that Karen cultivation practises cannot be separated from 

their beliefs, rituals, traditions and lifestyle – rather it is part of their identity. Yet it is 

the agricultural practice of swiddening that has been the focus for political forces to 

portray uplanders as direct threats to the wildlife and forest and a strategy to assimilate 

them into Thai lowland society or to move them on. Along with their migratory 

behaviour and opium farming, these threats are supposedly the most dangerous threats 

posed by ‘hill tribes’, and in what can only be described as scaremongering, some claim 

they need to be urgently controlled and suppressed in order to maintain the security of 

the entire nation (Buergin, 2003: 46). While the State and border security fear highland 

insurrection, the Karen have rarely rebelled politically. I learnt from my informant that 

many long-term immigrants of Ton Ma Muang Village have now entered rural 

mainstream society and obtained Thai citizenship. Many keep their ethnic background 

confidential and claim they are Thai due to the stigma attached to their true ethnicity. 

Consequently, this may also have been a contributory factor to my lack of success in 

finding informants who had lived or were willing to admit they had lived in my study 

area 42 years prior. 
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My informant is a good example of what a ‘good hill tribesmen’ ought to be – one that 

is inferior, submissive, and docile in their interactions with Thai’s, open to development 

and willing to become ‘civilised’ Thai citizens (Laungaramsri, 2003: 36). When asked 

what happened to the rest of his community, I am informed that many had moved to 

another location and those that remained have now passed on. Members of the former 

migratory group are, according to Scott (2009: IV), hill people best understood as 

‘runaway, fugitive, maroon communities who have over the course of two millennia, 

been fleeing the oppressions of state-making projects in the valleys – slavery, 

conscription, taxes, corvée labour, epidemics and warfare’. He argues that virtually 

everything about these people’s livelihoods - their physical dispersion in rugged terrain, 

social organisation, cropping practices, ideologies and oral cultures - are strategic 

positions, political choices, a kind of ‘self-barnarianisation’ designed to keep the state at 

arms length to avoid their incorporation and prevent the uprising of a State amongst 

them (Scott, 2009: X).  The oppressive State here is Thailand, who look upon ‘mountain 

people’ (chao khao) as ‘our living ancestors’, ‘what we were like before we discovered 

wet-rice cultivation, Buddhism and civilisation’ (Scott, 2009: IV). Scott presents a new 

way of understanding political space in what he terms, Zomia – land at altitudes above 

300 metres reaching from the Central Highlands of Vietnam to northeastern India, 

traversing five Southeast Asian nations (Vietnam, China, Loas, Thailand and Burma) 

and four provinces of China (Yunnan, Guizhou, Guangxi and parts of Sichuan). He 

segments the landscape and its terrain into flat lowland state advancers versus state-

fleeing mountainous uplanders. We find in the landscape of central-western Thailand 

that ‘elevation’ is a significant marker differentiating Thai from non-Thai citizens. It has 

become an important tool to push for national integration, territorial consolidation and 
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the country’s ecological integrity. Cultural distinctiveness has, however, made the 

nation’s imagined homogeneity problematic. 

 

Any discussion on upland versus lowland identity is indebted to Leach’s, Political 

Systems of Highland Burma (1954). His work concerns the Kachin, a highland group of 

Burma, who vary greatly in language, ritual, dress, ethnic identification and political 

organisation. He shows that the Kachin shifted between their own egalitarian and 

‘anarchic’ political system to the hierarchic order of the lowland Shan. The diversity 

and instability Leach describes, of a shifting political and social life in the Kachin Hills, 

renders any notion of a stable and traditional highland community highly problematic. 

Rather, he directly contradicts Radcliffe-Brown’s model of tribal groups as isolated, 

closed societies that exist through time in stable equilibrium. Leach thus replaces ‘stable 

equilibrium’ with what Chit Hlaing (2007: XXV) called a ‘dynamic equilibrium’ – a 

term used to solve the problem of structural change. It is evident with my single 

informant and the current ethnic minority groups of central-western Thailand who have 

successfully assimilated themselves into Thai lowland life that they happen to be in a 

current state of ‘dynamic equilibrium’. 

 

6.3. Contemporary Local Views of Landscape 

 

Each of the six villages where I conducted my fieldwork are located in close proximity 

to rock art sites and only established approximately 42 years ago. They are relatively 

young villages considering the administrative establishment of Thakanun Village, 

northern Kanchanaburi Province, in 1902. Having been relocated from the lowland 

region of central-western Thailand each village name remained the same; it was only 
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their geographical placement that had changed. They are predominantly made up of 

ethnic Thai lowlanders who were either part of the relocation movement from flooded 

zones, or Thai labourers who had moved into the region to work on the building of its 

Dam and thus remained. There were no native Karen still present, however, a small 

number of ethnic minorities (Karen, Mon and Burmese) work and reside in the villages, 

as integrated members of the Thai community or temporarily on work permits. 

 

Many Thai lowlanders expressed their joy in relocating and moving away from the 

river’s edge. I regularly received remarks of anger on how their land, home and 

farmland would be flooded, their fields left waterlogged and their homes water 

damaged. Now with the dam providing flood control, an irrigation system and 

hydroelectric power, they have adapted to their new elevation and embraced the 

landscape in a new way of their own. From interviewing villagers and living within the 

landscape myself, it was possible to dissect the landscape into two topographical zones: 

piedmont and mountainous zones. Each zone is experienced and related to in different 

ways.  

 

Piedmont Zone 

 

Village homes are nestled in piedmont zones located at the foothills of great undulating 

mountains where the majority of everyday activities take place – sleeping, cooking, 

worshipping in temples, farming, trading and so forth. It is considered a familiar and 

safe area to almost all village members. This changes, however, when considering the 

topography aboveground level. 
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Mountainous Zone 

 

During my fieldwork I accompanied gathering parties and often came across hunting 

groups when visiting the mountains. Hunting and gathering is still very much part of a 

central-western Thai’s subsistence economy, contributing to a diverse range of crop and 

animal husbandry, as well as providing a small supplementary cash income. The 

mountains of central-western Thailand produce a diverse range of wild grown food. 

During the rainy season bamboo shoots grow in abundance. These are sold either in its 

raw state for 10 Baht or pickled for 30 Baht. Wild mushrooms are a rarity and much 

sought-after with a going rate of between 500 to 600 Baht, depending on their size. A 

newfound market in China has inflated prices and increased desirability. For similar 

reasons wild boar is also highly desirable. Wild deer, chicken and squirrels are also 

hunted prey. 

 

Both men and women would gather, but men typically carry out hunting. Men usually 

gather by themselves. Women would gather together or with their children; rarely did I 

find them alone. There are exceptions, however, and in such cases they usually keep to 

the outskirts of the jungle, not venturing too deep into it. Having interviewed and taken 

part in gathering expeditions myself, it became evident why women did not gather 

alone. Repeatedly, I was warned of the dangers of the mountain. These did not come 

from any threats posed by the physical mountain itself, but rather from those who roam 

it – the human and non-human. 
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Human Threat 

 

Dealing first with the human threat, I am primarily concerned with the caution I 

received concerning non-Thai citizen labourers who have to obtain permits to enter 

Thailand to work. These workforces usually come from Myanmar, and are ethnically 

Burmese, Karen or Mon. It was three months into my fieldwork when on a gathering 

expedition on Khao Daeng with an older female villager and her young neighbour, an 

unfamiliar face emerged from the depths of the jungle carrying over his shoulder a rice 

bag bulging full with bamboo shoots. I had been in the village long enough to recognise 

familiar faces, especially as those who gathered were usually the same people. My older 

companion pointed him out remarking, ‘he is Burmese, I have seen him before, he is 

ok’. She went on to advise me however that, ‘many new faces appear in the mountains, 

you should always stay alert’. A number of the female gatherers expressed their concern 

on the rise of unfamiliar faces they would come by when gathering on the mountain. A 

common concern amongst female gatherers is that they are unfamiliar with this influx of 

new labourers and unsure of their character and behaviour, and so do not trust them. 

Many locals recalled a time when everyone knew each other. This is also why many of 

the women keep to the outskirts of the forest. There is a general sense amongst them 

that the deeper one goes into the mountains the greater the danger – as it moves one 

away from the safety of the piedmont zone, towards potentially encountering the 

unknown and unfamiliar. Their fear seems to largely stem from Thai propaganda, which 

paints a picture of the Burmese as uncivilised, dangerous people. The brutal history 

between Thailand and Myanmar, as taught in schools across Thailand, may also 

contribute to this fear. 
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The men in the village did not have the same personal safety concerns as the women.  

They were more concerned with how it may affect their yield from gathering or hunting. 

Hunting expeditions usually involved only men. They would typically go alone, or in a 

small party of two or three. The hunt took them deep into the forest, usually armed with 

a gun and machete, and they often camped over night. It is at these depths that they 

would be greatly rewarded with a prized catch of wild boar. Any catch the group hunted 

would be shared amongst its members.  

 

Non-human Threat 

 

The mountainous threat from the non-human is not gender specific and there was a 

genuine fear felt amongst both genders. The term ‘non-human’ is used here to refer to 

spirits. It is used to distinguish between the threats of a living physical person (as 

discussed above) versus the threats from a non-physical spirit. In central-western 

Thailand spirits are considered to be very much alive and living on the mountains. 

Although the dominant religion amongst my six research villages is Buddhism, there is 

a strong devotion to Animism. Christian missionaries have a presence in the region. 

There are only a small number of converts and there are those who blend either faith 

into their existing beliefs. Spirit worship has been proven to hold just as much 

significance to contemporary Thai religious practise as Buddhism (Jackson, 1999a, b; 

Morris, 2000a, b; Pattana, 2002, 2005, 2008; Hayashi, 2003; Guthrie, 2007). A 

materially prominent feature of the contemporary Thai religious landscape is to venerate 

discarnate entities through small wooden spirit houses constructed at the foothills of 

mountains (fig. 6.1). These shrines are dedicated to the guardian spirit of their 

respective mountain. Each spirit is named, Jao Poh, followed by the mountain’s name: 
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for example, the mountain spirit of Khao Daeng is Jao Poh Khao Daeng. A literal 

translation of Jao Poh is ‘godfather’ – a term also used to describe organised crime 

groups in Thailand. Ironically, the spirit is revered in a similar mob like manner, for 

villagers respect mountain spirits who have the ability to incite fear in its worshippers 

by causing trouble, danger and loss.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.1. Spirit house at the base of Khao Daeng Mountain, Pon Wai Village, Kanchanaburi 
Province. 

 

Before any gathering or hunting activities commenced, participating members would, 

with hands in wai (palms pressed together in a prayer-like fashion) enter negotiations 

with the spirit: ‘If I find a lot of bamboo shoots I will give you orange juice’; ‘If I catch 

a wild boar I will leave you a garland, steamed rice and cooked meat’. If the spirits 
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complied they would honour their deal and bring what was promised to the shrine. If 

that promise was betrayed, the spirits will respond with dire consequences. A well-

known story amongst Bong Ti Village tells of a man dying on the mountain who had 

not fulfilled his promise to Joa Poh Khao Daeng. Hunting rituals are a familiar custom 

in other parts of the world. Amongst the Dardic tribe in the western Himalayas, 

offerings are made to sacred boulders to call on the good favours of its mountain spirits. 

 

On one visit to Pha Daeng rock art site a tray offering (pan bai sri) of folded banana 

leaves and chrysanthemum flowers (bai thong) was placed on a rocky outcrop before a 

mineralised build up on the cliff face with five anthropomorphic motifs. More were 

found scattered on the rock shelter floor and amongst the vegetation (fig. 6.2). The 

banana leaves had dried out suggesting it had been there for some time, as such 

offerings are usually placed when the leaves are fresh and green. It was not clear whom 

the offering was being made to and I was unable to track down who had left it. I was 

informed it was more than likely left by a hunter for Jao Poh Khao Daeng and not in 

anyway related to the rock art. Considering the size of the offering and effort afforded, 

the wish and reward may have been large or extremely important to the individual. 

Leaving offerings at rock art sites is not an unusual practise. The Nlaka’pamux of 

British Columbia would occasionally leave small items, such as shot and gunpowder, at 

rock art sites for a successful hunt (Teit, 1930: 344; Keyser, 2006: 11). 
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Figure 6.2. (left) An offering placed before the mineralised build up on a cliff face with rock art, 
Pha Daeng, Kanchanaburi province (top-right) Offering of a tray (pan bai sri) of folded banana 
leaves (bai thong) with chrysanthemum flowers. (bottom-right) Remnants of bai thong scattered 

on the rock shelter floor. 
 

The mountain spirits of central-western Thailand are not only addressed in times of 

hunting or gathering. The oldest member of Bong Ti Village recalls a time when a 

member of his village lost one of his water buffalo. He asked Jao Poh Khao Daeng to 

guide it back to his field. The bovine found its way back and so the spirits were 

rewarded with an array of offerings: rice, meat, juice and garlands. Similarly, another 

village member got lost on Khao Daeng. Jao Poh Khao Daeng was called upon and 

guidance given to find his way back to familiar terrain: a boiled egg and tobacco was 

given in thanks.  

 

Mountain spirits are not the only spirits worshipped in the region, they vary between 

each village and may include, but are not limited to, a tree spirit that dwells in a 

particularly large old tree, river, lake, sea or forest spirit. An annual festival is held in 
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honour of these spirits. The ceremony begins with local monks giving blessings, 

praying and taking alms. A host child, who is described as having a ‘weak mind or sick 

and not strong minded’ is presented to the spirits by the child’s carer, their mother, 

grandmother or nanny, who lights an incense stick and invites their chosen spirit into 

the child. Spirits can be temperamental and not enter the host at all. I was told Jao Poh 

Khao Daeng has only visited them once and it was only after a shrine was erected in its 

honour. When a spirit does enter, the child host cries out the spirits name. They begin to 

speak in ancient tongue with an elderly voice, as if an elderly man or woman has taken 

over the child’s body. The spirit is offered food, drink, alcohol, cigarettes and beetle 

nut. The eldest member of Bong Ti Village informs me that his granddaughter was the 

child host to receive Jao Poh Khao Daeng, who through his grandchild informed the 

congregation that it would not come often, but is there to protect them. The spirit 

possesses its host between one to two hours. The ceremony comes to an end when the 

spirit leaves its host’s body. 

 

Spirit worship has a strong presence in central-western Thailand. The landscape and its 

features encompass spiritual beings that are revered and respected by its local 

community. We find mountain spirits have a particular significance to central-western 

Thais who depend on the mountain’s produce and call upon it in other aspects of their 

lives. Their power to give, withhold, or take, commands a respect and reverence that is 

honoured by the community. I now turn to local perspectives on the rock art and rock 

art sites themselves. 
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6.4. Contemporary Local Views of Rock Art 

 

Rock art sites of central-western Thailand became known to their current local 

communities primarily through highlanders, hunters, gatherers, looters and explorers 

who came across the sites and later shared their discoveries with lowlanders. To this 

day, almost all rock art sites in central-western Thailand are still utilised by hunters and 

gatherers as resting points or places to take shelter. Guano collectors in search of 

fertiliser for their own fields or to sell on, visit Tham Ta Duang when migratory bats 

inhabit its cave. 

 

Looters who traverse the landscape in search of treasures and riches have also stumbled 

across the art leading to their discovery. A Thai civilian labourer employed by the 

Japanese to work on the Burmese Railroad during the Second World War recalls the 

time when their forces fell and Japanese soldiers fled into the mountains with their 

treasures to hide them. Many attempts have been made to retrieve such finds, with some 

even planting bombs in closed off caves or crevices – nothing as of yet has been found. 

A FAD report on Tham Ta Duang writes that the motif of an anthropomorph with a bow 

on panel one points to the opposite mountain (Srisuchat, 1990: 61). Some locals read its 

composition as a sign of where the treasure may be kept and as an indicator to returning 

soldiers looking to retrieve their possessions, however, nothing has been found 

following extensive searches. 

 

Tham Roop rock art site, I am informed by the head of Ton Ma Muang Village, became 

known to elderly lowlanders from ethnic minority groups who once lived in the uplands 

and would come down to trade. Similarly, an electrician who settled in Tha Thung Na 
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Village to work on the Srinakarin Dam enjoys exploring the uplands and came to learn 

of Pha Daeng rock art site after having met highlander groups whilst exploring its 

mountain. Once news of the sites was shared, those with an interest in viewing the rock 

art would visit especially. 

 

Aside from a small number of domestic and international tourists, researchers of rock 

art and students of archaeology, visitor numbers are low if compared to the more easily 

accessible, packaged and monumentally impressive sites of, for example, Prasat Muang 

Sing, the Railroad of Death and the Hell Fire Pass. Pha Daeng and Khao Plara are the 

most visited, primarily due to their accessibility – Khao Plara, however, still requires a 

two hour hike along a carved out path. Both sites provide limited information boards at 

the base of the mountain. Attempts to turn Tham Ta Duang into a hotspot for travellers 

has been made from advertising the site in guidebooks to propping up an information 

board (written in Thai) and building a seating platform at the site.  Despite these efforts, 

its difficult and dangerous climbing terrain does not appeal to the transitory tourist.   

 

Today, we find that Tham Roop and Khao Plara are used for contemporary religious 

worship. Wat Pha Tham Roop Chalern Tham is the closest Buddhist sanctuary to Tham 

Roop rock art site. There I spoke with the head monk who had visited the site ten years 

ago having heard of a rock shelter containing paintings and following voices telling him 

of a cave with paintings called Tham Roop. He asked the voices when they were drawn. 

They responded ‘since the time of the eight foot man’. The monk suggests this may be 

why the paintings are drawn so high up on the rock shelter wall. Once there he 

meditated for three days and returned to the sanctuary. Retreating or wandering into the 

forest and mountains is one of 13 austerities, known as Thudong, and commonly 
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observed by practitioners of Theravada Buddhism. It is a means of training the mind to 

face hardships and the unpredictable, to relinquish the relative comfort and security of 

monastic life and to contend with pain, fatigue, fear, hunger and sometimes the risk of 

death. The wandering monk embarks on an uncharted journey with no maps, guides and 

often no specific idea of where they are going. In an interview with a resident monk at 

Wat Pha Tham Roop Chalern Tham who had practised Thudong, he recalls walking to 

the border of Myanmar 35 years ago and being confronted by a community of Karen. 

There he received alms and retreated to a rock shelter with faint paintings. When asked 

why he stopped there, he replied, ‘because it was an isolated and secluded space in the 

landscape’. I am informed by villagers of Bong Ti that Thudong monks used to visit Pha 

Daeng, however, today it is visited less, as the road into the mountain has disturbed its 

peace. Similarly, Khao Plara is occasionally visited for religious purposes. There are 

more obvious signs of common Buddhist worship here; amongst the rock paintings in a 

small alcove on the rock shelter wall, found sits a small Buddha statue (fig. 6.3). I am 

informed Khao Plara is occasionally visited by locals who pray at the site and by monks 

who meditate there. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure. 6.3. Buddha statue at Khao Plara, Uthai Thani Province. 
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Khao Plara is also the only rock art site to have modern graffiti bearing words of poetry 

and the common time stamp, ‘X was here, [insert date]’. On a boulder next to a skull 

and cross bones, a modern bovine has been etched into the stone – as if imitating the 

prehistoric paintings of bovines at the site. Modern graffiti is found away from the 

paintings, but on the same shelter wall. Their placement suggesting a level of respect as 

it does not impinge on the original paintings. I gathered this was because Khao Plara is 

one of the few tourist attractions in Uthai Thani Province and thus there is a common 

pride and sense of duty to preserve it. In addition, the site was given royal patronage 

following a visit from Princess Maha Chakri Sirindhorn of Thailand. Khao Plara was 

also the only rock art site where I found the common practise of leaning a tree branch or 

bamboo stick against the rock wall, as if supporting the rock. This superstitious ritual 

symbolises strength and as long as the rock does not fall, whoever places the stick there 

will have good luck. 

 

From interviewing members of my six research villages who had actually visited a rock 

art site within the region, what became apparent was that the large majority did not visit 

the site with the intention of viewing the art. Initial intentions were to loot, hunt, gather, 

take shelter, pray and meditate. The rock art is secondary; something that is present at 

the site but is not defined by it. Villagers who were aware of a rock shelter containing 

paintings, but had not visited it, collectively remarked that if there was an image of 

Buddha they would likely visit the site, but for now it is too difficult and too hot to visit. 

For them there is no religious or superstitious purpose drawing them to the sites. On 

presenting a photo of the paintings I generally received the comment – ‘it’s pretty’. The 

image of the paintings did not, however, elicit any interest to visit or make further 

enquiries. 
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Those few who had an active interest in the rock art were by far the older generation 

and village heads. They usually   served as guides and shared what they knew about the 

site, the history of how it was discovered, who had since visited it and why to visiting 

archaeology students, researchers and archaeologists from the FAD. They appeared 

proud of the sites, believing the art belonged to ancient man; knowledge of which was 

passed on to them from researchers informing them of their significance. 

 

Given its location close to the border with Myanmar, out of all my research villages, 

Ton Ma Muang Village, where Tham Roop rock art site is located, has the highest 

population of Karen and Mon. The majority were temporary residents working in 

agriculture on Thai farmland. Many had entered Thailand having come through the 

border crossing from Myanmar or were second-generation immigrants born into refugee 

camps or within the region. As non-Thai citizens they are unable to acquire land 

themselves, but as employees they are permitted to stay on the farmland they work. 

Their legal rights to land, education, work and healthcare are restricted or non-existent. 

Due to these restrictions it is unsurprising to learn that they do not feel they have the 

freedom to explore the land and thus have not visited Tham Roop rock art site. They 

are, however, aware of the site, having been informed by other villagers. On 

presentation of images of the art, interest was shown, but little comment made. Even 

when encouraged, they were reluctant to share their opinion. 

 

Many members of the Karen and Mon proclaimed they were Buddhist, but still retained 

their Animist beliefs. The spirits of nature pertaining to the land and agriculture were 

worshipped less by those temporarily living and working on Thai farmland. When asked 

why, the general consensus was that they did not have any farmland of their own and no 
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longer relied on agriculture to sustain them and their family. Thus, such spirits were not 

called upon as regularly as they once were. Occasionally, however, if the land they were 

employed to work is unproductive many will worship or make an offering to the spirits 

to ensure a good harvest in order to get a wage and remain employed. An informant 

who is ethnically Mon tells me ‘spirits help you with anything. If you get lost and 

cannot find your way back the spirits will help you home. You must then give an 

offering of a turtle in return. Mon believe to please the spirits you must offer turtle 

meat. If a Mon sees a turtle they must take it. For instance, if they see it in the market 

they have to buy it, they can only refuse to if it is dead, hurt or ill. If they really do not 

want it they have to say out loud that this turtle is spoiled’. It seemed this line of 

worship towards spirits who could guide and protect were called upon more frequently 

than the spirits of nature and agriculture. This is an indirect reflection perhaps of the 

uncertain climate for ethnic minorities in central-western Thailand today, who are under 

constant threat of resettlement, arrest and forceful intimidation.  

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

 

The discussion here sought to explore the relationship between contemporary locals of 

central-western Thailand and the landscape and its rock art sites – as it were, an 

ethnographic study of the land. While it is a rather small scale study, given the limited 

sample size of informants, it did however, attempt to consider the landscape of central-

western Thailand from multiple perspectives. Explorations of the individual (monks, 

hunters, gatherers) and the social (ethnic minorities and Thai) allows for a consideration 

of the landscape in a different manner to that already explored. What os revealed is a 

landscape with differing attitudes and values towards it, ranging from the political to the 
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spiritual and more. It is a landscape of conflict and one in which the rock art features 

very little in terms of significance and engagement with it. It is a landscape that is a 

valuable part of people’s lives (both local and non-local) and one that reflects the 

complexity of people’s lives (again, both local and non-local). It is a landscape like any 

other, ‘untidy and messy, tensioned, always in the making’ (Tilley & Cameron-Daum, 

2017: 10). 

 

Central-western Thailand is a landscape of many narratives: work (taskscapes) social, 

political, nationalistic, spiritual, religious, provision (hunting, gathering, agriculture), 

identity and division. It is a landscape that has experienced much change in its 

topography, with the construction of dams, and in its inhabitants, with a varied 

population of ethnic minorities as a result of migration into the region. This has made 

for profoundly different values and attitudes towards the landscape.  

 

Landscapes move, and they frequently do so as those who populate them and choose to 

make homes on them change and move (Tilley & Cameron-Daum, 2017: 10). But the 

movement of people also affects the landscapes of those already there; those who 

remain as the landscape is moved to and through (Bender, 2001a: 15). Central-western 

Thailand is a contested landscape due to the differences between groups with respect to 

the landscape’s use and how and why it is valued. The main contention is that of Thais 

and non-Thais. From this stems interconnected dichotomies of lowland/upland, 

safe/unsafe, and nature/culture. The central-western Thai landscape acts as a marker of 

identities, that of Thai and non-Thai, which has become a valuable tool for the Thai 

government to push for national integration. In my discussions with Thai locals the 

impact of diasporic movement was seen in how their behaviour changed and how they 
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encountered the landscape; for instance, women not gathering alone and their caution in 

going up the mountain which was considered unsafe and a shared domain with non-Thai 

labourers. Thus, there exists a divide between Thais in the safe lowlands, and non-Thais 

in the dangerous uplands. Within this engagement with the landscape are two kinds of 

dislocation: there are the Thai lowlanders who relocated away from the river’s edge as a 

result of the construction of dams (this was generally viewed as a positive move by 

Thais); and there is also the dislocation experienced by ethnic minority groups from 

Myanmar who migrated to central-western Thailand. Bender (2001b: 10) writes that 

‘Dislocation is also relocation’. To relocate suggests establishing a home or business, 

and although ethnic minority groups emigrated into the region, it is arguable that they 

‘relocated’. There are two main reasons for this. First, the forces of Thai nationalism, 

which has the affect on the one hand of creating a climate of distrust and danger by Thai 

locals of non-Thai locals; and second there are the ‘rules’ of assimilation many 

individuals from ethnic minority groups have to adhere to in order to ‘become Thai’. Of 

the latter, the principle factors of Karen identity contrast with the behaviours considered 

to be Thai; whilst this ranges from language to religion, it also involves landscape.  

 

The Karen’s relationship with place is intrinsic to their identity, one which is connected 

to their cultivation practices, and living in and with nature. Thus, the Karen’s encounter 

with landscape is much removed from their previous encounters in similar landscapes in 

their ‘home’ land. Instead of practising swidden cultivation the Karen must adopt wet-

rice cultivation, usually working the land, not as land owners themselves, but rather for 

Thai land owners. In this situation, where one’s identity is integral to nature and land, 

what is the relationship with landscape in this context? There are the disempowering 

social and political effects which have been discussed and then there is the effect on 
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one’s sense of identity, the impact of which has been seen explicitly in some informants 

assuming Thai citizenship (unofficially) due to social stigma, and implicitly through the 

abandonment of spirit worship and swidden cultivation because they do not own land 

themselves. For them landscape is not considered a ‘non-place’ (Bender, 2001b: 11). 

Rather it can be thought of as a ‘limited-place’, where the Karen and other ethnic 

minority groups have relocated but with fundamental changes to aspects of their identity 

that are deep-rooted with landscape. This takes into account a notion of an ever and 

always changing landscape ‘as neither place nor context nor self stays put, things are 

always in movement, always becoming’ (Bender, 2001b: 4). Ethnic minority groups 

still encounter and navigate their relationship with the central-western Thai landscape, 

in the moment, in time and place.  

 

Whilst there are contrasts between Thai and non-Thais, there was one aspect in their 

engagement with the landscape to which both were similar – their relationship, or 

rather, non-existent relationship with the rock art. It is interesting that natural and 

unusual natural features, for example, an old tree or a rock boulder in the shape of an 

elephant within the landscape can come to hold spiritual significance with the local 

community and yet the depiction of rock art holds no such status. There appears to be a 

lack of cultural continuity in the significance of the prehistoric past and the importance 

of these rock art sites with the ethnographic present, however, the concept of a spiritual 

being is still present. This thesis has proposed that they prehistorically dwelled within 

rock shelters of the mountain’s interior. Today they have migrated out and onto the 

mountains in general. Mortal appeals are still offered for consultation; however, they 

are communicated in solitary worship, rather than the ritual practise of climbing to a 

sacred site and painting on the surface of sacred rocks. Today’s appeals are related to 
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matters concerning their general living, much like those of the prehistoric past. These 

are elements of the moving landscape. While different groups and individuals can 

experience landscapes differently, they can also share these experiences. 
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7 
 

 

Conclusion 
 

 
The main purpose of my research has been to explore the prehistoric rock art tradition 

of central-western Thailand in terms of the way in which the human subject engages, in 

a corporeal and sensorial manner, with the rock art and its surroundings. An empirical 

approach was employed in gathering and analysing data to which the theoretical 

approaches of phenomenology, metaphor, and art and agency were consciously applied. 

In becoming increasingly aware of the nuances of the land during the course of my 

fieldwork and the ways in which those nuances have been incorporated into the rock art, 

through the imagery and the artist’s conscious manipulation of place, what became 

apparent was the strong existential focus of the rock art. As I considered my own being-

in-the-world at the rock art sites, I came to realise that my experiences are in part an 

exploration of the artists’ experience of being-in-the-world. Even in their absence their 

agency endures within the rock art and it’s context. 

 

This study first presented the results of my phenomenological investigations into the 

rock art sites of central-western Thailand; beginning with my experiences approaching 

each site, being in and moving around them and finally contending with the art itself. 

Similarities and some variations were found across the six sites. The content of the rock 

art was then interrogated in categories and on a site-by-site basis. Whilst similar motifs 

across almost all the sites could be categorised into groups, each site displayed nuances 

of their own (variations in form or site-specific motifs). Having explored the potential 
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significance of the prehistoric landscape and rock art of central-western Thailand, 

contemporary local relationships and attachments to the same subject matter were 

ethnographically explored. This chapter will conclude my study with a summary of my 

findings and interpretations. 

 

7.1. Findings and Interpretations 

 

The prehistoric people of central-western Thailand were aware of the experiential 

qualities of the landscape; incorporating into their rock art tradition the agentive forces 

intrinsic to its topography. Those (whether the artist or someone else in the society) who 

selected the location of rock art sites were concerned with their placement within the 

wider landscape. The landscape of central-western Thailand is characterised by 

mountainous uplands. There is an abundance of rock in the region, yet we find rock art 

in only a select few landscape settings. Specific characteristics were sought in the 

landscape: sites had to be close to the summit of the mountain, the rock surface exposed 

and in direct contrast to it’s rich virescent surroundings, enabling sites to be located at 

ground level. Despite their visible topographical settings, only those with specialised 

knowledge of their location could distinguish them amongst the landscape. Similarly, 

the pathway to the sites and the experiences they afforded were intentionally sought in 

order to design a specific experiential journey for the visitor. These pathways to the 

rock art sites of central-western Thailand were intentionally hidden and traversed 

difficult and often dangerous terrain. Not just anyone could visit them. With no obvious 

path inscribed onto the landscape, someone with specialised knowledge of the route 

must guide visitors in the first instance. The site and art are made visible to a restricted 

audience of those willing, brave and physically capable of making the climb. The 
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landscape exerted onto its climbers multiple corporeal and sensorial challenges by 

ascending up strenuously difficult and dangerous terrain, amid dark and claustrophobic 

spaces. A direct phenomenological contrast is experienced as one emerges out and into 

the bright, open, flat, solid and safe terrain of a rock art site. The physical ascension 

seems particularly significant, as one moves up and closer to the sky, where gods and 

spirits may lie. 

  

All rock art sites of central-western Thailand are found in vast rock shelters. The kind of 

place where a panel was painted, however, is unique. Panels are found on v-shaped 

fissures; pyramid-like outcrops; alcoves and across three linear rock shelters. Their 

unusual shapes, ‘cut’, ‘torn’ or ‘scooped’ into the mountainside are considered 

anomalies in the landscape. They move away from the monotony of a rugged terrain 

coated in thick jungle forest that is experienced, both physically and experientially, 

differently to rock art sites. These ‘oddities’ were sort within the landscape as places 

with sacred powers. With their interiors exposed, these natural openings act as entrances 

or access points into the cosmic world where spirits dwell. They function as transitional 

spaces between the mortal and immortal world. Rock shelter walls act, metaphorically, 

as a penetrable membrane separating the two realms. It is on these surfaces we find the 

application of rock art. Images painted on the rocks interface convey the appeals and 

pleas of local hunters, gatherers, and agriculturalists made by an individual, families or 

the community to their supernatural allies. Here the rock surfaces are considered just as 

symbolically charged as any other element of a rock art site, functioning as ritual 

devices of communication to the immortal world. Thus, the rock acts as an intermediary 

point of contact from which otherworldly powers were invoked. Those who were able 

to overcome its journey and reach the site would have earned the right to paint and 
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make an appeal to the higher spirits at be. Dornan (2004: 29) writes ‘within any belief 

system ritual plays a vital role not only in expressing that belief system but also as a 

way of directly experiencing that system through emotive and somatic means’. 

Experiencing the art as it was placed on ‘interior’ surfaces provided prehistoric central-

western Thai’s with a somatic means of directly experiencing their belief system. Its 

emotive component lies in the fear, or at least the heightened sense of caution evoked in 

the dangerous and difficult climb needed to reach the site. Such an ordeal would have 

provided a sense of accomplishment on reaching the site and the efficacy of the message 

heightened as visitors relish in their achievements. 

 

Prehistoric producers of central-western Thai rock art also paid attention to the manner 

in which visitors accessed rock art sites, moved within them and experienced its images. 

This was made evident with only a single entry point offered upon reaching each site. 

The paintings are bound within the confines of the site and movement within them 

restricted. To move outside the ‘sanctuaries’ boundaries one plummets back into the 

environment from which they arose. These sites are considered meeting places, not only 

with supernatural beings, but fellow pilgrims and other members of the community to 

carryout ritual activities, in the ritual act of painting or on a larger, more elaborate scale, 

in ritual dance, trance, chanting, sacrifice and so forth. The rock shelter floors provide 

enough room for such activities to take place and for an audience to occupy. The rock 

art positioned high above the shelter floor is visible for all in attendance. Motifs feature 

individually, in scenes or are heavily superimposed onto one another. They are 

composed in their simplest form, as well as with great precision.  Intricate motifs and 

detailed scenes are painted in a manner that captures the audience and are painted at 

great heights that require them to be observed at a distance. These images may have 
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functioned as didactic tools to aid learning of ritual or ceremony and incorporated into 

ritual practices at the site. Conversely, superimposed motifs in their basic form are 

found on accessible panels that invite visitors to leave their mark. The heavy 

superimposition of motifs found at all the sites, which can cover a whole panel or be 

concentrated in a restricted area, suggest the sites may have been consulted on multiple 

occasions, perhaps seasonally, monthly, yearly, during particular events or as and when 

needed. The acoustic properties of the sites may have also contributed to any ritual 

activity. Sounds from the site are perfectly heard on the alluvial plains and vice versa, 

calling for a possible two-way exchange, involving the participation of those unable or 

unfit to enter the site. 

 

It was found, within the content of the rock art, that there is great unity in the 

occurrence and style of certain motif categories across almost all of the six rock art sites 

of central-western Thailand. These included anthropomorphic motifs, zoomorphic 

manifestations of dogs and bovines, and rectangular geometric motifs. 

Anthropomorphic figures are sub-categorised into: stick figures, therianthropes, adorned 

and unadorned anthropomorphs. The latter three are presented in ceremonial attire 

and/or with anatomical enhancements that lie. They channel a sense of ceremony, 

strength, power and authority as hunters, warriors, elders or elite members of the 

community. Their anatomical exaggerations concentrate primarily in their leg muscles 

linking the kinaesthetic properties of ritual (through the climb or ceremonial 

performance taking place at the site) to the body and image. In contrast, stick figure 

anthropomorphs are depicted in the most basic human form.  It was suggested, based on 

their style and composition that a hierarchy exists amongst anthropomorphic depictions 

where therianthropes and adorned anthropomorphs reign, followed by unadorned 
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anthropomorphs and then stick figures. Excavations within the region reveal signs of a 

subsistence economy that practised hunting and gathering, as well as farming and 

agriculture. Given the reliance placed on local resources it is conceivable that 

supernatural spirits were called upon in times of need. It is thus suggested that motifs 

regularly depicted in the rock art were occurrences that affected the wider community 

across the region, warranting their frequent depiction across all six sites as communal or 

individual appeals to the spirits. 

 

Despite commonality in certain motifs, each site has it’s own nuances, variation of 

form, or site-specific motifs. A variation in form may be down to artistic license. 

However, we should be reminded that a rectangular geometric motif in outline or with a 

lattice interior may both represent a trap but have completely separate meanings or 

reasons behind it’s depiction, such as, an appeal to retrieve a large haul of fish or a plea 

for protection over traps in rough monsoonal waters. At least one therianthropic motif 

features at all the rock art sites of central-western Thailand; but all are stylistically 

different. This suggests the site may have belonged to or was visited by a specific 

spiritual being with its own individual characteristics and supernatural strengths that is 

best appealed to for a specific solicitation, for example, fertility. Thus, we find 

particular motifs such as bovines, geometric rectangular traps, pregnant anthropomorphs 

and so forth, depicted more frequently at certain sites than at others. The high 

concentration of particular motif(s) further suggests that the community within the site’s 

catchment area were particularly affected by similar devastations or threats, such as 

crop failures, that called for similar pleas to be made and thus a reason for their frequent 

depiction at a rock art site. It is found that Tham Roop, Khao Plara, Pha Daeng and 

Khao Nong Phuk were primarily visited for reasons surrounding subsistence; Tham Ta 
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Duang – Funerary; and Khao Wang Kula – Fertility. Personal solicitations from 

individuals or families may explain painted motifs that stray from those more common 

and unique in style or subject matter. 

 

This study sought to investigate the significance and meaning of rock art in the central-

western region of Thailand. What it has proposed is that its rock art and landscape 

played a significant role in the spiritual wellness of the prehistoric community, who 

relied on higher spiritual powers that could determine the outcome of personal and 

community appeals. To consult with supernatural beings one must leave the realm of 

the living and ascend up towards the upper worlds – where the spirits dwell. A degree of 

suffering and danger is endured when guided on difficult and dangerous terrain. Upon 

arrival pleas are offered to the spirits by painting on the rock’s internal sacred surface. 

These revelations are revealed through the landscape, rock art sites and their images, 

and only discovered when the body engages with it and experiences it’s corporeal and 

sensorial influence. This is one interpretation for a body of rock art that has been 

approached from a phenomenological perspective and explored through informed 

methods of analysis. It is not so much a definite interpretation, but a speculation 

intended to encourage debate. The ambiguous nature of rock art means that any 

interpretation of it’s meaning is questionable, and so it is very possible that the 

interpretations I have placed on the motifs, rock art and landscape may not indicate a 

complex cosmological belief system. I leave this thesis open-ended to encourage others 

to debate and reassess my interpretations.  

 

Whilst the prehistoric meaning and significance of the rock art and landscape were 

contended, I also attempted to understand contemporary views and attachments made to 
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the same subject matter. What was revealed was a landscape of many narratives, one 

that included social, political and nationalist agendas, supported subsistence economies 

(hunting, gathering, agriculture), identity, spirituality and division.  It is a landscape of 

conflict that has experienced much change in its topography and in its inhabitants, 

which has made for profoundly different values and attitudes towards it. We find that 

rock art features very little in terms of significance and engagement for contemporary 

locals, however, the concept of a higher spiritual power is still prevalent today. These 

spirits no longer occupy the interior spaces of mountains, but rather dwell on them more 

generally. Ritual practises in their reverence no longer involve an artist and the 

production of art to communicate with their spiritual allies. Rather solitary 

communication is today’s chosen method of communication and offerings of food and 

drink. 

 

7.2. Limitations and Further Work 

 

The most obvious limitation to my research is the number of rock art sites under study. 

Many will argue the sample size is too small to make any general or substantial 

interpretations of the rock art and landscape. I am in no doubt that more rock art sites 

likely exist in the region, however, actively searching for them myself was extremely 

difficult and proved fruitless. The study area is too large and dangerous to search for 

sites without any leads. I believe, although my sample size of sites is small, a larger one 

does not necessarily lead to more accurate or representative interpretations - especially 

since a representative sample is indeterminable. Rather, the depth of investigation I have 

applied to the sites provides a different way of looking and understanding central-

western Thai rock art within the context of landscape. Nonetheless, there is a need to 
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thoroughly survey the landscape in search of, not only additional rock art sites, but also 

any relational archaeology. I would strongly push for excavations to be conducted at 

and within the vicinity of the six, already known rock art sites. As more excavations are 

undertaken in the area archaeologists are able to get more of an insight into the culture 

that produced the rock art, and any archaeological evidence that possibly relates to the 

rock art may support or challenge existing interpretations and perhaps unearth new 

ones.  

 

This study was not just about the rock art of central-western Thailand, but the ways in 

which rock art is approached generally in Thailand and Southeast Asia. There is a 

greater need to apply theoretical approaches to its study. My research sees a shift in 

current practices of rock art research in Thailand. It moves beyond a processual 

handling of documenting the art, tracing it and then filing it away, never to be used 

again. Rather it embraces a multifaceted approach to the rock art, that includes a 

phenomenological investigation into the rock art and landscape; a detailed exploration 

of it’s content; and the inclusion of related archaeological and ethnographic records. 

This approach has resulted in a broader, more enriched and deeper understanding of the 

rock art tradition of central-western Thailand, which will hopefully lead to further 

multidisciplinary and multidimensional studies of this under studied and little 

understood corpus of rock art. 
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Appendix A 
 
 

Tham Nok Nang Aen is located in Lam Khlong Ngu National Park, Thong Pha Phum 

Sub-District, Thong Pha Phum District, Kanchanaburi Province. To reach Tham Nok 

Nang Aen from the provincial capital, Kanchanaburi, you must follow Route 323, 26 

kilometres towards Thong Pha Phum District. Turn right at Phoot Tho T-junction, and 

continue for 18 kilometres towards Lam Khlong Ngu National Park. It is necessary to 

arrange, in advance, for a National Park Ranger to guide you through the remaining 

distance to the site. Visits are usually made between March and May when accessibility 

to the site is made easier as the jungle is cut back, marginally, by the dry season. This is 

the time when tourists, mainly domestic, visit Tham Nok Nang Aen to view its 

magnificent caves, adorned with stalactites and stalagmites. 

 

I visited in October during the wet season. Our off road car followed a pre-cut pathway 

through the jungle. Our route occasionally obstructed by fallen bamboo and rotted tree 

trunks would be moved, with the help of others, or broken up with a machete to 

continue our journey. This path is followed till it ends. A two-hour hike over varying 

terrain gets you to Tham Nok Nang Aen, a deep cave 763 metres above sea level (fig. 

A.1). The cave measures at its widest 22.3 metres and is 19.1 metres deep. The cave 

floor has no vegetative growth but a scattering of rock fall from collapsed stalactites 

growing from above. Ash piles from burnt out fires are dotted across the floor just 

inside of the cave. These are usually left by rangers, hunter-gatherers or people involved 

in illegal activities who take refuge there (fig. A.2). Offerings have been hung inside the 

cave. A ranger informs me that they are offerings to any spirits that may exist in the  
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Figure A.1.  Cave mouth of Tham Nok Nang Aen, Kanchanaburi Province (Photo by Supamat 
Doungsakun). 

 

 
Figure A.2. Fire pit left by rangers, hunter-gatherers or looters taking refuge in Tham Nok Nang 

Aen, Kanchanaburi Province. 
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cave (fig. A.3). No surface finds were present, however, the FAD reported to have 

found a few shards of red and black earthenware (FAD, n.d.). 

 

 
Figure. A.3. Offerings hung in Tham Nok Nang Aen, Kanchanaburi Province, in respect of cave 

spirits. 
 

It is possible to miss the rock art as the cave falls into complete darkness approximately 

eight metres into the cave. To find it one needs assistance from a torch. A crevice at the 

very end of the cave has mineral build up that glistens by torchlight and releases slow 

cries and whistles generated by the airflow through the cave (fig. A.4). Approximately 

one metre from it, the panel of rock art is found on the right hand side of the cave wall, 

angled at a 20 degree diagonal slant (fig. A.5). The motifs are painted in black. The park 

ranger informs me that it is common in this area to find a lot of black lead as the area 

has experienced a great deal of lead mining in the last 50 years. There was no evidence 

of red haematite, neither on the cave walls used in paintings, or found at the site in its  
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Figure A.4. Mineral build up in crevice located at the back of Tham Nok Nang Aen, 

Knachanaburi Province. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure A.5. Rock art panel, highlighted by the red rectangular box, at Tham Nok Nang Aen, 
Kanchanaburi Province. 

 



 375 

raw state. The paintings are extremely faint and have deteriorated heavily, most likely 

as a result of the heat and smoke generated by the open fires. A full count of the number 

of motifs present was impossible to ascertain. The paintings are found approximately 

two metres from the cave floor spanning a single panel measuring approximately five 

metres wide by three metres tall. The paintings exclusively depict stick figured 

anthropomorphs. Some detail hands with fingers spread out and disproportionate to the 

size of the figures body (fig. A.6). The heads of the anthropomorphs also vary in shape 

– some are circular, circular with a triangular hat or arrow shaped (fig. A.7). Most of the 

figures are depicted individually or in groups. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
 

Figure. A.6. Stick figure anthropomorph with enlarged fingers, Tham Nok Nang Aen, 
Kanchanaburi Province (DStretch with LDS matrix). 
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Figure A.7. Examples of head shapes on stick figure anthropomorphic motifs, Tham Nok Nang 
Aen, Kanchanaburi Province (DStretch with YBK, YBK, LDS matrixes). 

 

Vegetation, trees and bamboo surround the outside of the cave. Approximately two 

metres from the cave mouth is a steep cliff with a 30 metre drop into the basin of Lum 

Khlong Ngu River – the water source for the Srinakarin Dam. The pressure of the 

passing river is heard from the site; its volume heightened by the current season. I am 

told the river runs a calmer course during the dry season. 

 

Beyond the rock art site, to its left, I am guided through a tunnel. One needs to crawl on 

their hands and knees in near darkness for three metres until you reach full daylight. 

You arrive at a ledge overlooking the opening of a tremendously large cave (fig. A.8). 

The surface floor is carpeted with feathers and faeces from the resident swallows, 

known in Thai as, Nok Nang Aen; and for which Tham Nok Nang Aen rock art site is 

named after. What becomes apparent is that the mountain in which the cave site is 

located is interconnected by a number of tunnels and caves. Here the Lam Khlong Ngu 

River gushes out of the caves mouth. At the time of my visit it was impossible to cross 

the river into the cave. However, during the dry season rangers lead visitors into the 
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cave to show off its impressive internal rock formations and to go further, into caves 

such as Tham Nam Tok. The river is also used to transport tourists, following the hike 

and exploration of caves, back to the parks base at the bottom of the mountain. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure A.8. Lam Khlong Ngu River and cave network connected to Tham Nok Nang Aen, 
Kanchanaburi Province. 

 

Tham Nok Nang Aen has not been included in the data set of this thesis because its rock 

art is deemed much later than the other six rock art sites of central-western Thailand 

(Tham Ta Duang, Khao Plara, Khao Wang Kula, Pha Daeng, Khao Nong Phuk and 
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Tham Roop) (FAD, n.d.: 2). Both the content and context of Tham Nok Nang Aen are 

dissimilar to those found at the other rock art sites. Tham Nok Nang Aen is exclusively 

made up of stick figure anthropomorphs and is stylistically dissimilar to those that 

feature predominantly at the other six rock art sites. In terms of the sites context, its 

location within the landscape does not fit the same landscape settings or share a similar 

phenomenological experience to the other rock art sites of central-western Thailand. For 

these reasons, Tham Nok Nang Aen has been eliminated from the main thesis. 
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Appendix B 
 
 
Rock Art Recording Form 

 
Site Name  

 
Date of Recording  

 
Time of Recording  

 
 

Location 
 
Location Village  

 
Sub-District  

 
District  

 
Province  

 
Mountain Name  

 
Ownership of Site  

 
GPS Recording  

 
Elevation Recording (above 
sea level) 
 

 
 

Directions to site  
 

 
General Setting 

 
Site visible from Ground 
Level 
 

 

Name/Type of Water Source 
 

 
 

Distance to Water  
 

Setting (At a local scale and 
relative to the larger 
landscape. Comment on 
biotic communities). 
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Associated Site Attributes & 
distance (Cultural features: 
e.g. archaeological sites, 
ruins. Natural features: e.g. 
waterfall etc.) 

Cultural: 
 
 
Natural: 
 
 

Archaeological Material 
Present 
 

 

Other Comments  
 

 
Site Data 

 
Rock Type  

 
Situation (Cliff face, Cave, 
Rock Shelter etc.) 

 
 
 

Site Dimensions  
 
 

Source of Pigment 
Present/Nearby 
 

 
 

 
Panel Data 

 
Panel Dimensions Length: 

 
Height: 
 

Height of Rock Art from 
Floor 
 

 
 

Panel Bearing  
 

Rock Description (Physical 
shape of surface, colour, 
texture, patina, water stains) 

 
 
 
 

Level of Preservation 
& Panel Condition (natural 
or otherwise e.g. lichen, 
rockfall, modern graffiti) 

 
 
 
 
 

Other Comments 
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Rock Art Data 
 

Colour 
 

 

Technique Used 
(painted/pecked) 
 

 

Type and number of motifs 
e.g. 12 anthropomorphs. 

 
 
 
 

Evidence of a sequence  
 
 

Suggestions for Different 
Periods of Rock Art 
Production 
(Superimposition/ style 
change.) 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Other Comments 
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Phenomenological Description Form 
 

Describe and Analyse bodily movement in relation to the landscape in which the images 
occur.  

Approaching Site 
 

1. Describe the landscape and how the site is approached. 
• How do you move while approaching the site? – What bodily movements are 

required to reach the site? 
• When and where does the rock art first become visible? 
• Personally, is the approach to the site physically difficult or simple and easy to 

reach? 
• Anything in the landscape directing oneself to the site? 
• Describe the approach to the site if different directions are taken. 
 
 

Being-at-the-Site 
 

2. The Body in relation to Rock Art. 
• What parts of the body are involved to see and encounter the rock art? 

- E.g. can it all be seen at once, requiring movement of the head or eyes only or 
do you need to move? 

- What body parts are involved? 
- What actions or performances might be involved? Duration? 
- Does it involve a body in motion or a static body? 
- Need to look up, down or at eye level? 

• Does the rock art or rock art panels themselves direct your bodily experience? If so, 
in what manner e.g. sequentially? 

• Where can the rock art be seen? From where are they hidden? 
• Description of the rock arts composition relative to the observer and its affect on 

ones bodily experience.  
 
3. The Body in relation to the Physical Site. 
• A description focusing on the physicality of the place in which the rock art is found. 
• Does the physical site itself direct your bodily experience? 

- Do you need to crawl, climb or walk from one rock to another to view images? 
- Can the images from the rock be viewed all at once? What main directions must 

be taken to encounter the images? 
• Does the landscape restrict your bodily experience? If so, how? 

- How much freedom of choice might be involved by the immediate landscape? 
• Do you need to enter the image field over the rock itself or move around it? If so, in 

what manner? 
• What relationships exist between rocks with and without images? 
• Material properties of the rock: Shape, size, colour, texture, sound etc. 
• Are there different kinds of images on different kinds of rocks? 
• Can images be viewed collectively or does the type of place in which they occur 

permit individual experience? 
 
Sketch diagram of site showing the possible movement between panels and possible 
paths to view the rock art. 
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4. Landscape. 
 
• How might the weather and seasonal changes affect the sites location? How does it 

affect the form and character of the images? 
• What might be the intent of locating the images in one place rather than another in 

relation to the wider sensory landscapes of vision, sound, touch, taste and smell? 
• How do the images relate to the form and character of the rock itself (shape, colour, 

texture, surface contours, presence of fissures etc)?  
• Describe any acoustic phenomena.  
• Describe any light phenomena.  
 


