
Abstract 

Thlo m r c h  Is ah& BI c@ng a M y  af 

work that comrnunbtes, In dQW aria vtdrta ltfmgaty, key 

Issues arwnd tM mprewnWw d ~fkqha.TYfS. To elevelap 

this work I will Imvestl~ie the changlrtg rojs of the 

elephant In Thai cuhwa both In hlsbrlc and conlemwmry 

terms and explore the Impact of Impofid Ideas an the 

process of change. A slgntflcant corollev interest in lhls 

research Is the problem of repmentation and slmulation 

In contemporary life and the Impact It has on perception, 

My art work Is a fabricated sImulath created from 

material images. The animal images are transformgd into 

illuslms and explore how humans experience natum 

thtwgh drnulablon. In this way I engage 4th dlffmwt 

kinds of mpreserPtatlon for their specific forms and effects. 

Kepo& : repmentation, elephants, and 

contempomry images. 

This research is almed at creating a body of 

work that comrnunlcates, In dlgltal and vldeo Imagery, 

key Issues around the represmtatlon of elephants. My 

art work is a fabricated slmutation created from 

material Images. The animal images are fmnsformed 

Into llluslons and explore how humans experience 

nature through slmulation. In this way I engage with 

different ldnds of representation for their specific 

forms and &e&. 

Figure 1. Rattapol Living 

Monument N0.3 me Utinraie Power). 

2007. Digital Imagt printad on inkjet silk 

fabric, L20 x 120cm. 

The image Living Monument No.3 (The 

Ultimate Powr] Is inspired by Erawan, the heavenly 

elephant, mount of hdra, the king oi the gods. In 

Hindu mythology, Erawan ts sometimes shown as a 

t h e  or thirty-three headed elephant, with enormous 

body, one of the naast powerful and cwnplex 

creatures In the world of myths {figure 1). 

The three tuskers are s h m  standing close 

together, with their bunks in different witions frwn 

curled back, to rising up high. AU d the elephants 

have exc;BptjOhally tong W, and they pofnt in 

different dimdons. 

The presence of Itme three p i r s  of Identical 

huge tusks side by ski& crem tha lmpreslm of a 

super powerful mlmal. Yet, unIlke Erawan. 

anlmab do riot haw tRs pro2Mon of tba gods and M 

the ivory would In fact make #em wr)r wlrmgrable In a 

world that. Value6 ivory m ~ m  than the ehphmt 



themselves. Ironically, the ultimate value always 

comes after the death of the anlmals. Tusks represent 

physlcal power, leadership, wisdom, and long life but 

as iwry they represent luxury and refinement. Ivory is 

only posslbb #rough the taking of animal life. 

The su bate for the work, The Ultimate Power 

stems from the idea that these powerful creatures 

have k e n  restrained by human culture; the ultimate 

power In splte of their might and majesty rests with the 

humans. These elephants have no other choice but to 

live with us, In the wd only humans can overpower 

them, thdr b d h s  are tted up with human way of life; 

but in this very ownership, the elephant asserts a 

paradoxical symbollc power, which is the dense 

fabric: of myths, rellglon, tradition. and culture, It is as 

If the creatures cannot help themselves to escape. 

They are struggling defencelessly in the complex 

human world. 

To develop this work I will Investigate the 

changing rob of the elephant in ThaI culture both In 

historic and contemporary terms and explore the 

Impact of imported ideas on the process of change. A 

signlficant m I a r y  Interest In this research is the 

problem of repmentation and aimulatlon In 

contemporary life and the lmpct It has on perception. 

1. Thai DomestbW EIephanCs 

The Aslan elephant is, of course, part of the 

animal ldngdom limited by nature, but It is also a 

wonderful symbol of power, chatlsma and status 

(figure 2). Asian elephants have participated in Thai 

culture and played an important role for a very long 

trme. In Thailand, this animal, now dmesticated, is 

considered as a very important animal and a symbol 

of the natlon. Elephants hold a revered place In Thal 

society, kaause of their symblic importance to 

monarchs, religion, and the nation as a whole. This 

complexity both In physical and symbollc terns Is key 

to my research Into contemporary 

Figure 2. Thai domesticated elephants, 2008. 

representation and therefore it is necessary 

here to explore the hlstorkal background and 

significance to the current understanding of the 

elephant. 

In the past elephants w e  a key to mllftary 

success - both in mass baffles, and in the elephant 

flght. Today, however, with the rapid pace of change 

In society. and the rapld decrease of the Thai 

elephant population, the strong bond between the 

Thal people and elephants has started to crumble. 

The earllest mord detailing the significance of 

elephants is a SMhothai stone inscription (Sukhothai 

period, 1238-1 438) .' According to the Inscription, 

King Ramkhamhang the Great (1277-1298) duelled 

with his enemy A i b  riding on an elephant back. The 

elephants were heavily arrnoured vehicles on the 

bamefleld and played a significant d e  in the victory 

wer mun Sam Chon (King of Chod). Elephants also 



had very Important robs $ play during peacetime. 

The king would occasionally ride through the clty for 

ceremonial events on his decorated white elephant. 

The Inscriptian on the stone tells us that, 

On the day of the new moon and on that full 

n m n  the King apansoned the white elephant, called 

Ruchasri, wrth straps and tassels and, naturally. with 

geld for its ... right tusks. Klng Rarnkhamhang 

mounted it and rode It to worship Phre ... at Arslnyik 

and then back.' 

The same stone records the  fact that thew was 

an important trade in Elephants. The lnscrlptlon 

includes information about people in the citles tradlng 

freely in elephants, horses, silver and gold, In both 

battlefeld and in peace, elephants, as illustrated by 

thls Suhthai  stone were symbcls of power and 

wealth and that this singular posilon accorded to an 

animal Invested them wlth charisma that has been 

part of Wr status ever since. 

In the Ayutthaya Period (1 350-1767) when 

Ayutthaya was the capital, records suggest that In 

SQm and throughout Southeast Asia regions, 

elephants were regarded as considerably more 

important than all mer animals.' Thls is demonstrated 

by the tradition of a%rtng elephants wlth a unique 

appeamnce to the king. The Grand Palace, which still 

stands Way,  has a great number of elephant stalls as 

testament to the fact that these animals playd a key 

role in Palace 1 1 6 .  Somettmes the king would mount a 

white etephant and mcelve his paople, or to proceed 
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to re~~g~ous ceremonies.' 

During the re$n of Phm Thlanracha (1529- 

1552), seventeenth kfng of ofam, there were seven 

white elephanls blonglng to the Imperial court .B This 

was widery known across many regions of Asla and 

greatly enhanced the reputallon W he King. King 

Hongsawadee (the King of Pegu, 1531-1550) knew 

about these elephants and requested that the Kng of 

Siem give two or three of these wry special H i e  

elephants. W khout hesitation Phra Thianracha refused 

#e royal request. King Hongsawadee considered this 

as wfmlent justlflcatlon to declare war on ~iarn.? The 

two kingdoms did in fact go to war and Phra 

Thianracha lost hls beloved wife Queen Suriyothai, 

who died protecting her husband in the battlefield 

whlle rldlng on the back of an elephant. 

The high s W s  of whlte elephants in these 

regions is clearly indicated by thls event and is 

winforced by the i m a m ,  a l c h  unlfotmly shows 

them as extremely powerful and desirable. There were 

several masons surrounding thew clrcumsiances. 

King Rarnkhamhang of Sukhuthei dexrlbed the whlb 

slephqnt as: 

An ekphant of beautiful mlour: hair, 

nails, and eyes are whie ... the cobur of 

skin is that of tat us... Acquired as 

property by the power of the klng for his 



service. ..A source of power of atiraction 

of rain.. . 8 

This idea that the whie elephant was also 

associated with good rainfall was highly valued 

because of the Slam's rellanoe on Its agriculture. More 

raln meant more productlvlty, which therefore 

attracted wealth, prosperity, strength and aufhorfty to 

the klngdom. 

During this AyuIthaya period there was a 

cantraliatiwl of the king's polltlcal power through 

symbolic md ideological concepts. The structure was 

influenced by Khmer-Hindu bellefs about the god-king 

even though Siam was a Buddhist khgdom like those 

of Sukhothai and kingdom of Pegu In southern 

Myanmar. The MI?@ elephants prodded the perfect 

symbol of power for the king because tt symbolired 

the power of gad that Mracted rain. 

There is a "highly speclalked systems of 

classificallon" evident in the manuscripis which 

illustrate the clznssrfication of royal eiephants." Dlvme 

types of elephants are described extensively and 

drawfngs dm11 the speclflc charactsrlstics d royal 

elephants. In general, these manuscripts are celled 

Gaja-Laksana. A particuhrly line example w ~ s  made 

tn 1748 in the relgn of Phra Chw Yu Hua Bommgot 

(1732-54) In the lab Ayutlhaya period (1 350-1767). It 

is now in tho cslledon of the NaUonal Llbrary of 

Thailand In Bangkok. It was translatsrf and publish4 

by the Librag In 2003.'' This elephant manual 

describes and Illustrate the actual types of elephant 

dlvided into four families. Each family is associated 

and named after a god who is credlted with creatlng 

them, so the families are called Brahma, Shiva, 

- Mshnu, and Agni. 

Each family is then divided Into various 

groups. Thls particular manual contains seventy- 

three groups of sacred royal elephants and 

auspicious elephants including thirty-elght groups 

which have undesirable characteristics. According 

to the lewnd, a god creates each particular 

auspicious elephant, therefore the elephant wlll 

bring fortune to the person (and the country) who 

possesses the elephant. For example, an Elephant 

from Bmhma [will] "bring wealth and knowledge to 

the king," Shlva's bestow "royal properties and 

power," Vishnu's glve rain. "fertlllty the nature* and 

victory over enemies. T h w  from Agni grant "fertility 

in animals" and prevent "war md inauspicious 

events.*" 

The manuscript describes how one 

particular type of elephant called Nopasubw, 

comes from the family of the god Agnl and has all 

nine signlflcant body parts touching the ground; 

feet, trunk, tusks, tall, and genitek ($gum 3). It is 

considered to ba an ausphkus elephant. 

Another example from a Thai manuscript 

writien In 1816 describes one parlkular type d 

elephant that was suitable to use in war. There are 

three kinds of elephants called Chnq Niam (figure 



A), in this group, there Is the Hatsadin. The 

manuscript text then goes on to explain that one of 

this group is named Mnicakmractra. It is short in all 

relevant parts of the body. The tusks are white, W i r  

length being two finger joints, not extending beyond 

the lower comer of the mouth. It is a bold fighter and 

will glve victory whenever used in royal warfare.13 

Figure 3. N o p u b a n ,  Phra Samud Tamm Ggja 

Labma. Tbe National Libmy of Thailand. 

Fim 4, Man~&rachra h m  Chang Ton W 

nwngkol b i g  Phra C h k m p t ,  Fine Art 

Department, Wand, 1996. 

The descriptions and Illustrations from the 

manuscripts suggest that the appearance and 

bwtmiour of the elephants have been observed, 

studied, and classifled according to cultuml and 

social circumstances. f he Information and knowledge 

abut elephants became very significant. The 

elephants were not only mployed to slmngthen 

qinbolic power of the kingdom but they were also 

u s M  to serve the rnnltay's physical power. Due to the 

fact that sme elephants had to be used In the royd 

warfam, they were involved in very serious sltuatlons. 

The animats, mlch were suitable for war and thought 

to ~nsure  hictmy, needed to brt cleatly identMed b 

ell~tirigulsh them from their peen. Elephant battles 

pmbbly originabd in lmlla thousands of years ago 

and the tradition grew thrwghaut the Southeast Asian 

regions. The knowledge contained in the manuscripts 

may have originated them too. 

Even bough Indian elephants (Etephas 

maxlmus) M n  LE found t h w h o u t  Sri Lanlca, 

mainland India, Bangladesh, Indochina and parts of 

Indonesia fhose in Thailand appear !o be sllgfitly 

diffemnt from their counterparts In India which are 

taller and thinner." The original elephant manuscripts 

from lnrila might not mtch the appearance of the 

elephants of the Siam kingdom. Its nsighburlng 

kingdoms such as Burma, Lam and Camboda also 

have thdr own elephant manmpds. Centuries ago 

the Slamesa elephant papulation w s  very healthy, 

and so it Is possible thai elephant manuwlpts 

developed independenuy in Slslm to classlfy the 

elephants for m l i ~ I ~ $  m m J C  a M  @lid 

purposes. Om p a W  l p e  of # i $ n l  b & ~ a M  

extremely d w l W  and was m#w& $rxhsWy lbr 

royatty. The antmat symEollcally enharkmi the kih$s 

polttrcal p w  and Mth, ma an @l&@&nt 

" fi~batd Liar, A Qdh &mmirqfl%u&kd b m@kn 

( H o q  brig: Mffc  Rim, a), 13. 
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achfesred fils slatus, which had to be confirmed after 

careful examinatton by an expert, it was then given 

the royal tltle CAo Fa which is equal to a prince or 

princess and was treated as H it too were royal. 

It had h e n  estimated that In the l~~century, 

there were more tfian 200,000 elephants in ~iarn." 

The elephants had been captured amd camfully 

selected, =me bcause of their distinctive 

appearam were offered to the king as mount 

elephants, war elephants, Chang Samkhsn or Chang 

Pheuak lncludlng the albino olphant. In gsnml 

Chang Thon, me white elephants or Chang Phguak 

were the most highly valued as has been discussed 

above h relation to thle. mnuscript GajaLaksana. The 

lower grade elephants were oRen mined as working 

etephants and then exported to nelghbouring 

countries. Some elephants were kept and used for 

trans-tion, and the rest were released back to the 

wild. 

Modem Thai tradition Informs the Images of 

elepharrts ensuring they are not only highly mspwbd 

but also appraciated aesthetialty, Thai tradition, as 

has been demonstW above, granted them high 

status ensuring that l4-m elephants were end remain to 

this day, culturally signlficant, Most slgnlncant of all, 

certainly, is the w h b  elephant, because it is a rare 

anlmal judged fn only for "myal duties."" 

Figqe 5.m ted flag with a wbite tlqhant. ; 

From 1817 the white elephant was the 

featured symbol of the naUonal 8ag of Slam, the Rag 

had strengthen Siam's r e w o n  as fhe Land of The 

Mhite Ei~phant (figure 5).j7 Slam's flag was changed 

to the trialour stripe flag in early 2 0 ~  century. 

2. Elephants and Religbns 

In Hindu and BuddRIat mythology Wre are 

many stories conwting wblte elephants with g w d  

ra~nfalls. The king of he gods, Indra, is the god of rain 

and thunder and a god of war, a symbol of -rl/ 

and strength. 

The 'king's @!OW, or whlte dephants, 

guarantee rain for the Ungdom. The most important 

function of the mite elephants Is t+hrefom to 'attract 

their celesttal r~latbes, the clwds, the heavenly 

elephants. Klngs kept whfte elephants for the mifaare 

of their subjects, to ensure the ralns necessary 

~ m p e r i t y . ~  

Figure 6. Emwan, In Hindu mythology, 

Emwan is sometimes shown as a three or 

thirty-fbm headed elephant. 



t 

Accardlng to a Hindu creatfon myth called 

'Churning the sea of rntlk' a whlte elephant emerges 

one of the special treasures: 

The ~ o d s  and the demons organized to work 

wether In an effort to produce amrita whlch grant/ 

Immortality, they wrapped the mystical serpent 

Vasuki, also called Ananie (endless one) around 

Mount Meru. They took turns, pulling an opposite 

ends of the great serpent, the gods at the tail and the 

demons at the head, created glant waves from whlch 

many incrdlble treasures arose. &MI, the cow of 

Dhenwantarl, the physician of the gods, the Am&, 

Erawan, a bautlfwl w h b  e~ephant.'~ 

The g& d rain, lndra saw Erawan, and 

chose the 4-1 for his mount. When lndra 

was n a  M i n ~  Erawan, he resides on a throne of 

storm clouds. Uke lndra his master, Erawan has tlve 

ability to cause rain. Airavata is ths Sanskrit name for 

Erawan, but Is also means a rclrntxlw and a t y p  of 

Ilghtnlng. Both a n  dmonslratms of thunderstoms 

and raln.1° Legend has rt that Erawan Is asslsts In the 

pmess of making rain {figure 6). 

He stretches hls trunk back down to the 

watery underurorld, sucks up Its water, and sprays 

them into the clouds so then lndra can mke them fall 

as raln, Thus !he great sea elephant joins Maven and 

hell, or rather brn the latter into the former, and make 

IKe possible on the earth that I b  M w e n  them." 

Similarly in Buddhlst mythology, Vaantara, 

a prince, gave away tk most precious ownership of 

the kingdom, the white elephant, "to relieve a drought- 

plagued neighbur." One of the fundamental 

practices of Buddhism is giving and so the story of 

Vessantara's donation is used to promote the virtue of 

generosity. In granting his nsighbour the whlb 

elephant, Vessantara aka symbolically gives away the 

wealth and prospsrlty of the klngdom. 

According to Buddhist history, Manjusrl Is a 

Bodhlsatba and a god of wisdom. The term 

Bodhisaltva is derived from Bodhi, meaning 

"intelligence," and Sattva, meaning 'reality, vigour, 

and goodness," hence It is used for a disciple who 

has adopted Buddhist doctrine with great v i g o ~ r . ~  

Bodhisatas are belleved to be incarnations of 

Buddha who appeared to earth in different forms and 

the six-tusked white elephant Is one od Buddha's 

animal hcarnatlone. 

With six tusk the elephant displays its 

PW 

For thousand 01 yeam it is loyd to its 

master. 

A six tusked elepharrt often appeared in 

Buddhist pintings and sculptures, sometimes this 

magnificent animal has three heads vdth a white tdy. 

The six Incredible tusks are symbols of the six 

temptations, whlch are the five mortal senses, and the 

human will, There are several stories regarding the 

origln of the Fabulous anlmal, all related to the lord 



Buddha; one sbty bblleved that Buddha came to 

earth slx times In the form of a white elephant. Another 

story said that before the birth of Siddhattha Gotarna, 

h e  Buddha-to-be, his mother Queen Maya dreamt of 

a divine Bodhisam in the fom of a white elephant 

wlh six tusks entering her side, she then became 

pregnant. 

in Chhadeanta Jataka, the principal legend 

regarding the six tusked elephant, the Buddha Is 

incarnated In the form of the six tusked white 

elephant, whlch is the leader of a herd of elght 

thousand royal elephants. By chance he mistreated 

one of his elephant wives who vows and prays ithat in 

her next life she mlght k reborn to a higher position 

that would grant her authority to punish her husband 

the lord elephant. 

Her wish came true, she was reborn as the 

Queen of Benares. She selected the most cruel and 

relentless of hunters and sent hlm out to kill the white 

elephant, and bring the incredible tusks back to her. 

The hunter found the elephant and shot him with a 

poisoned arrow. The anlmal was suffering. however, 

he found that the hunter was actually a priest so the 

great elephant asked the hunter the reason for the 

attack. The hunter told hlm the truth, the white 

elephant then wallzed the significance of the cause. 

He voluntarily offered hls tusk, however, the hunter 

was unable to cut off the tusks. and the elephant 

hlmsslf pulled out hls tusks and gave them to the 

hunter by saying: 

The tusks of wisdom em a hundred 

times more dear lo me than Umse. May 

thls loss bring me omniscience? 

He then departed. The hunter brougtrt the 

magnificent hsks back to the Queen. She held them 

while she llstened to the hunter telling the stoly. The 

Queen then recognized her former Ilfe and the tusks 

ha1 belonged to her brd. She was ovewhelmed with 

terror and guilt, and died that very day. 

When Sfddhattha Gotama (the Buddha 

before enlightenment) achleved enlightenment, the 

Buddha was occupied in hls greatest teaching 

mlssion. The Qussn of Benares was reborn as a nun. 

listening to his doctrine. She suddenly rbrnembe- 

her miserable farmer lives, and cried, The Buddha 

saw her crying and kindly smiled to convince her of 

his great mission. He then told the Stories abut Ule 

six tusked elephant which related his sermon to hia 

Lsleners. They were encauraged to blieve the truth of 

hls philosophy. The six tusked dephant. as a result is 

cmdiied with sympathy, Iwe, gentleness and 

kindness, which were panrfied by ths Buddha Is 

incarnations. Buddhism aften tells the stodes of the 

Incarnations of Buddha and how these are related to 

his doctrine. 

The daphants in Buddhlst st& are not 

necessarily noble beasts. They have a wide range of 

characteristics from the incredible to the vlolent. Wra, 

the Buddhist demon, had dwlmd to assassinate 

Buddha, and so sent a wild and same dephant to 

defeat him, The Buddha, b w w r ,  infused the 

elephant wlth a sense of love and forgiveness. The 

elephant then retreatdm 

Son of Parvati, nxmated by 

Shiva, b W e d  by Bmhrna, 

Cherished by Vishnu, your 

Elephant head a git? from Indra.. , 



Belo& of the gads, ycru we all 

Thin* to all m m  

- anden1 2bmh-ii prayer 26 

There are Important stories involving 

elephants In Hindu mythology too. Ganesha is one of 

the most popular and wlddy worshipped of the Hindu 

gods. He Is the god of wisdom and pnrdence. Statues 

and Images of Ganesha can be twnd swtywhare 

throughout India. The story af Gan~sha's origin has 

been told in several varsions. In the most farnlliar story 

of his origin, W i ' s  spouse, goddess Pawati creates 

6 bautthl child whlte bathing and assigns him to 

guard her bath. Shlva returns and finds Qanesha is 

blacking hls way pmventlng hlm ge~lrrg m e s s  to the 

goddess. They fight with each other; Shim strikes off 

his stepson's heed In anger. farvat/ comes out from 

her bath only to. Rnd that her son is dead. Shhra wants 

b undo the harm hut cannot firad the child's head. He 

assigns the bull Nanti, his primary vehicle, to bbhg 

hack the first head they find. Nanli brings back a 

head of a Mby elephant. Shiva then reassembles 

&#$ha with an elephant head. There are otfier 

smes explalnlng Eaneshe's origin. An elephant calf 

In India is often named after the god OBnesha, 

therebra people have respect for the elephant. 

In Indian culture generally, mythical creatures 

are wry common. One such creature Is a gaIaslrnh8 

- literally 'elephant-lion," and Is shown in an ivory 

craving from the 1 3 ~  century (figure 7).= It Is highly 

detailed and shows the matures using its sharp 

claws ta grab at a human Qum hanglng fmm Its 

trunk. Ivory has been used as ~arving matariql In India 

fot a long tlme end has not ~ n l y  econnmlc value but 

aIso symbrslk slgMica1X:e. It i~ bellwed that ivory has 

rnysfwious powers ef protacthn and 16 6cumldered to 

b an ausplcbus objwt, bdnglng gwd luck and 

gmd fortune to the pdssessors. 7hL 1s EUsfjnct from 

It$ use in Wmhm E U W ~ B  where the emphwls Is on 

l h ~  wnamic velue Of V~er rnatefml. The demands for 

ivo* In India were much greater than the supply, Uws 

irakfwsing its W e .  

F i p  7. Ivmy T h m  Leg 13th 

Mdthw Hinduism nor Buddhism allows 

advocates for the ktlllng of animals and so lvoty was 

most frequently Imported from Africa. lndla and China 

have been trading lvow with African countries since 



the 41h-5m centuries after the Romans lost their power 

In Western Europe and Mediterranean Sea. 

A f b n  traders relid on the lndlan and 

Chlnese demand for Ivory. However, the high prices 

and demand for ivory also supported a Mack market 

fed by local poachers. Fomnatety perhaps for the 

Asian elephants of India and Sri Lanka, only the mates 

grow tusks with less than 60 percent of the male 

population having tusks. Therefore the hunting was 

fairly llrnited and unable to reach the mass 

commercial quantity, 

There is another palnting of gala-simha from 

a Book of Dream written In the elghteenthcentury 

(figure 8).= In this work, just as In the sculpture, the 

artist Mends the uniqueness d iwo different animals 

harmoniously. The mbinatlon of tha muscular head 

of an elephant and the majestic figure of a lion creates 

a symbolic significance, the metaphoric poww of the 

two combine to -me the ultimate authority symbol. 

These creatures though are 0- with a cheerful 

charactedstlc. T h y  ham sets of delicate, almost 

translucent wings, that sesm tn 1117 the anlmals up in 

the alr effortlesly. There Is the brief text at the fop of 

the illustration which reads: 

Figure 8. Fabled Beasts in a landscape. Follo from a 

Bmk of Dmm. Opaque watercolwr and gold on 

pavr. Rajastkan, from a Mewar workhop; ca. 1720. 

257 x 21.2 cm 1999. 

Success In all things undertaken; 

participation In royal or religious assemblies; 

gaining a wife; corning Into money: these are 

indicated by (seeing In a dream) a lion form. 

(No.) 12. ~ u s ~ i c i o u s . ~  

3. Thai DanesticrtW Elephants and M o d e m i  

Thai people have a unique way of projecting 

ideological concepts orto elephants. The animals are 

not only associated with rnw and religion but also 

embedded In the Thai way of life. This is perhaps why 

the process of economic and social change in late 

1 gm century to 20' canturies created controversial 

Issues deeply affecting the Ilfe and conservation of 

Thal elephants. 

A century ago the population of elephants 

native to Thailand was estimated to be around 

200,000,~~ Today h m r ,  there are approximately 

2,700 domesticated and 2,000 wild elephants which is 

''a very high domesticated-tMld elephant ratlo land] 

strongly suggests very high rate of capture in the 

past.'"=' 



The roles of elephants over the centuries has 

been discussed above but substantial changes 

occurred during the relgn of King Chulalongkom 

(King Rama V, 1868-1910). In 1872 a Brftlsh 

enterprise called the Borneo Company was granted 

permission to start a loglng operation In Thailand.= 

The company brought in machines and equipment to 

wt tjmber, and many elephants were used to pull logs 

out of the forests where the heavy rnachlnes could not 

reach. 

When Be British company finished their 

contract with the Thal government, many 

domesticated elephant owners had to change hair 

careen, or cut tree$ on thelr own. Elephants had 

alre~dy been wed in lagging for more than a humred 

years. The Forest Industry Organization (FIO) was b 

save as a coordinator for hired pdvate operators. 

Later the Thai government issued a deem cancelling 

concessions all over the oc#mtry by order of the 

MInlstry of Agriculture and Cooperatives on January 

1 7,1989, many private elephants wem wt af a job. 

Illegal logging Increased, c a m  out by 

unemployed logging elephants numbering between 

2,000 and 2,500. There was tittle concern for the 

animal welfare at Ihai time. There were so many 

working elephants that had to work for long hours, 

some were given amphetamines so they could work 

through the nlqht and get away from detection. 

However, many of them got caught, and the elephant 

would then return to their owners after the trial. 

Less often, t#w court would confiscate 

the elephants, and they became 

property of the kingdom. The mdltlon 

of elephants entrusted to the FIO tended 

to be very bad. Some were crippld with 

broken backs, legs, blindness or deep, 

festering wounds. Conditions such as 

these prompted the founding of the Thal 

Elephant Consemtion Center in 

Lampang province, North of l hail and.^^ 

The elephant hospital at the centre was 

founded In 1991, and each year many injured 

elephants were sent from places all around the 

counw. The development of farm machinery and 

Umlts m logging has lowered the demand for 

elephant labourers, forcing the individual owners to 

find other ways of making et Ilvlng. T d a y ,  elephants / 
are mostly fwnd in the tourist sector in a variety 

of roles. Thelr presence m the stmts of Bangkok and 

other big cities in Thailand is a significant refldon of 

monomic forces In Thai sochty* AsIan elephants in 

urban centres are becoming a common and worrying 

sight. While sane of the animals are popular tourist 

attttractians, a h  trainers selling bananas or bags of 

fwd for a few cents to passersby, many are 

considered unpleasant sometimes Intimidating 

pedestrians and causing traffic congestlm and soiling 

the streets. 

The elephant owners, however, say they do not 

have much chol~e but to bring their elephants to llm 

big city, they cblm they now haw m> other way ta 

make a living. 

Elephants with thdr mahouts (keepers) have 

taken to begging in the streets of major cities. 

Actually, the keepers and elephants have to be 



to~ether at all times. If the kgsper survlws in the ~ l t y  

then the animal will survive too, k a u s e  the keepem 

will pmvlda the elephants' food. But e m  this attempt 

dt survival has pmved pmMrnatlc. 

Many m a i l e d  twrist cities ere being forced 

by !heir City Councils to establish f o m t  Bephant 

Camps", w a y  from the clty centres. Today, tfre 

numbers of the animals In the tourist industry Is 

in~reasing. In rural areas, elephants am also w m n g  

In the tourist Indvstry either for ridlng on trips to view 

fomk  and wildems, or in elemant shows. haany 

baby dephants am rented to hotels end resorts 

because their cu@ness attracts the tourists, ready to 

spend their money for a first-hand experlance. 

In 2098, the government stad& the "Bring 

Elephants Hornw projw, offering to pey mahouts if 

they q w d  to Ifve in a specially designated area. 

Huwewr, the creation of a Stray Elephrmt Task F o " ~  

atill cmld not keep the ekphents and their mahouts 

ofi the b n g k a k  strew. One of the reasons was that a 

street elephant and Its rn&out cwld earn more 

m o w  on the city streets than in Zhd gou8mrnsht 

cantrolled camps. 

W n l y ,  elephants canmt walk around a 

/em. city d h ~ u t  attractiw the notice of taudsts. In 

fact they g ~ t  a lot 47 attenticm because of thdr 

majestic cham. H m r ,  the audiences can also 

become confused and not know how to rearct to 

the elephant in front of them. M e  some will enjoy the 

scene without hmitatlan, some even trying to play wlth 

the ekipbnt or buy fmd fat them others flnd their 

men-  ~ffwtdw. 

Thee am many aciWes that tourists can 

o b w &  In elephant camps, the dephant shows for 

m w t  m w  bm Scenes Of dwh8nt ~ t ,  

s b l  backing in tomst, bathing in the hw and 

responding Xa mmanda.  Mahm training Is one df 

the most ~rcrpular programs far tbun'sh and elephant 

lovers figure 9h Recently elephants in many camps 

around Thailand have h e n  trained to paint wid 

particularly at The Thai Elephant Consewatlon Center, 

the W d ' s  fimt and only elephant orchestra." In 

Thailand, tmrW are am to see, touch and interact 

with elephants at elephant camps around the C Q L I ~ & ~ .  

It Is muther form d the miatlonship bewen human 

and ahlnials. 

Fwre 9. Mahout f r a j n l n ~  program at fhal 

Elephant 

ConsewatIan Center, 2m7. 

Thailand's-etephants pretty much Ilke the Thai 

peapie, live In a perplextnq mix of old and new. Meny 

aspects af many ai8phant1s lives remain the same as 

the past but ornnlpresmt modern Influences have 

resuIt.dd in dephants beingA trucked In to a 

megalopalis to wander the stre& and JepMnts 



weaned at six monm so as to greet guest at luxury 

h ~ s ?  

Most Thai domesticated elephants are working 

ciosaly with human mahouts outside the enclosure, 

Their lgures look enormous compared with 

spectat&, they mwe quietly through the crowd who 

am mnally willing to k e p  themselves away frwn the 

elephant8 pathway. It seem5 that there Is no fence, 

bars, or fabricated material in between men and 

animals. In fact the domesticated e)~phants were 

treated as family members, villagers In the North- 

eastern reglon af Thailand crflen call a captive born 

elephant calf "nong*" (a IMls bmther or &tw in Thal) 

I~ l lomd by the given n m ,  

However a domesticated elephant always 

comes with its mahout, the only wrson that both the 

anlrnal and the taurlsts have 10 rely on ( F t ~ ~ r e  10). 

Tourists are able to make a direct contact wHh 1k 

alephants by Ieedng them. phokgfaphing them, 

twchlng them or t i n o  Ihem. It seems frfwnd!y, 

however they are always under watchful eyes of their 

mahouts. 

Figure 10. Elephants and Mahouts, Thai 

Eiephanl 

Conservation Center, 2007. 

"Tk mahout cornmunlca11S wlth his elephant 

by using sim* verbal commands or in phpical 

tern by apptying pressuw with his feet and kgs at 

the back bf the elephant's ears, and using a hc& 

stick. It is the mahout's responsibility 19 Iwk after hi 

elephant and e w e  the safety of the YEsitow. 

Therefore tourists see and experience the 

darnesticaW elephants under mahout's supervision. 

Such places as the Thai Elepbnt Gonservatlqn 

Centre are very important as there is now very little 

natural habitat Iwff whlch cwld wppM and protect 

ekphants in the witd, Ths animal has b @ n  trapped 

between the collapsing OY the tw wortds. Thal 

dom&cat&d elephants are pmducts of a 

1s 
Wr, Gone Asmy. rlH Care ~ M Q ~ ~ R I B R ~  ofth RJdan 

Elcphan: iA Qunwrdcfty. 

Q m p : ~ l w w w . t b o . o r ~ R E P ~ A C n # A C 7 7 4 E  
34 

A W m  Hops $w E'iwbtl Commmm, ' ha  Natlwal Elephpal 

Idme, ( F p m s l ~ ~ w ~ ~ l d ,  31. 

Figure 3 I. Rampol Cheiyarat, An of a 

domesticated elephm, A y u h p ,  Thailand. 

The fundamental structure of elephant 

imagery is built upon mythology and religion, and 

upon potitlcal, and ecomrnlc aspects of the Thal way 

of Ilfe. At the same time, wlth the changing smlety, we 

find ourselves caughl In our awn complex m d .  Thal 

elephants have been working with people for 



centuries. They still have been commanded to do the 

same things over and over again. 

In the present day the domesticated 

elephants perform In shows doing the same thlngs 

that heir ancestors had done befwe. They are 

professionally scripfed to go to war and b h t  every 

weekend. They parform trick and move timber. Large 

crowds of spectators loaded with all kind of digital 

devices try to capture these moments of fabricated 

history. The powerful images of the elephants 

continue to make indsllble impressions. 

This overview of h e  history of alephants, their 

role in society and their syrnbollc significance Is a key 

to understanding the relationship m e n  Asian 

domesticated elephants and people in the mgion. In 

Thai culture especially elephants have shaped the 

society and the cwntry. 
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