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Introduction




In 1855, ten years after a camera was brought to Siam upon the orders of the 

French Bishop, Pallegoix, who was at that time stationed in Bangkok, the first 

photograph of a Siamese Monarch, King Mongkut (Rama IV r.1851-1868) was 

taken. There were two significant aspects of this decision, first is King Mongkut’s 

violation of the previously held taboo against producing representations of the 

Siamese monarch, which even extended to looking at the monarch’s body 

directly. The second is the importance of the ten-year gap between the 

introduction of the camera to Siam and the King’s decision to have himself 

photographed. It is apparent that relevance of both these aspects of King 
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Mongkut’s decision are occluded if one views them, as previous studies have 

done, as either part of the monarch’s intelligent adoption of technological 

modernity in the face of European colonial aggression, or as an indication of 

Euramerican cultural imperialism which transformed Siam into a semi-colony.1  

While studies of the first type seem to confirm Thai nationalist histories that posit 

the importance and centrality of the royal institution, the second fails to take into 

account the agency of the local elite population in their selective adoption of 

photographic technology.


In an effort to overcome both of these partial perspectives, and in response to 

Chakrabarthy’s calls to decenter Europe as the source of understandings about 

cultural production in non-Euramerican contexts,2 in this paper I will discuss the 

possibilities of developing methodologies for the study of ‘alternative photographies.’ 

As the example of King Mongkut’s decision to have his photograph taken will 

illuminate, these ‘alternative photographies’ cannot be grasped utilizing a 

framework that views Asian modernities as branches of a grand modernity that 

has its totalizing roots in Euramerica.3 Overcoming this binary poses many 

challenges, perhaps the most significant of which derive from the technological 

nature of the camera, the transfer of which to an Asian context is, in the majority of 

cases, reliant on some contact with Euramerica, often in the guise of colonization.


Photography both produces and results from the two dimensions of modernity, 

defined generally by Delanty, as a technological and institutional transformation, 

and a philosophical and cultural project based primarily in the notion of self-

reflexivity.4  Giving primacy to either of these dimensions in studies of ‘alternative 

photographies’ is necessarily ideological. In the first instance, photographic 

technology is seen only in terms of its relationship to Euramerican technological 

modernity and scientific rationalism. In this case, photography is viewed as a tool 

of aggression by colonizing nations, as a means of categorizing and subjecting 

local populations to the colonial gaze.5 From this perspective, the adoption of 

photographic technology by local peoples is a heroic quest to develop mastery 

over the tools of their colonial oppressors.6 This emphasis also has links to Bhabha’s 

notion of hybridity as a means of subaltern resistance to colonial oppression.7
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In the second instance the tendency is towards what Dirlik has termed a 

fetishization of difference in alternative modernities.8 Here, photography is viewed 

as a neutral or cultureless discourse that is easily absorbed into pre-photographic 

modes of visual production, allowing for their persistence in response to colonial 

cultural impositions.  Studies of this type,9 demonstrate the ideological importance 

of notions of ‘tradition’ in the configuration of alternative modernities more 

generally.  In the context of post-colonial, nationalist studies of visual culture this 

defining of timeless tradition or to borrow Clark’s term the “endogenous” is 

inevitably embedded in political renderings of legitimate and non-legitimate 

national identities by state institutions.10 	


In both instances, attempts to challenge the centrality of Euramerican discourse in 

studies of Asian photographies are thwarted by the creation of binaries which 

then obscure the function of photography in an Asian context as a technology 

which is both the result of and productive of radical conceptual shifts.  In the first 

case I have described, Asian modernities are seen as ‘imitative’ and belated 

terms of their cultural, economic and political development and when compared 

with grand Euramerican modernities.  In the second instance, discourses of the 

endogenous, the ‘traditional,’ are given coherence through an oppositional 

relationship with the exogenous, the Euramerican or more recently, the global, in 

a process Clark has referred to as “worlding.”11   In both these conceptual 

structures, the ‘alternative’ in ‘alternative photographies’ places photographic 

practice in non-Euramerican contexts in a binary between ‘East and West’ or 

‘the West and the Rest,’ existing as either symbolic of Euramerican technological 

dominance or as indicative of essentialised local cultural identities.  As suggested 

by Griselda Pollock, the creation of these binaries through term ‘alternative’ 

simultaneously creates hierarchies between these categories through reifying non-

alternative modernity’s hegemony at the center of these discourses.12	


My argument for a different understanding of alternative photographies beyond 

these binary forms is derived significantly from the work undertaken by Clark in his 

search for genealogies of the modern13 and by Hay’s notion of the doubly 

modern.14 The key in both these academics’ work is the recognition that 
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‘modernity’ is a larger phenomenon than indicated by its Euramerican 

manifestations.  As Hay argues,


The basic point, to give it a more systematic formulation, is first that 

modernity is a larger phenomenon, if that seems possible, than we 

normally consider it to be; second, that this larger phenomenon should not 

be confused with its Euro-American formulation; third, that its full 

description requires the creation of a differentiated typology of modernities 

to account for its internal complexity; and fourth, that the structure of 

contemporary modernity lies in the relations among its particular forms and 

their respective histories (and the relations among these relations.)15


Thus, by unhitching the term modernity from these Euramerican manifestations, we 

are also able to decenter views of modernity as first produced in Euramerica, 

transplanted to the rest of the world and then filtered through the specificities of 

the pre-modern to produce alternative modernities. Instead, we are able to view 

modernity as a phenomenon that, as a condition of its existence, is produced as 

well as articulated through relationships, both within the vast diversity of groups 

that comprise of Euramerica, but also through Euramerica’s relationship with its 

Others.16 This perspective has the benefit of neither consummately denying the 

significance of Euramerica in the development of modernity in non-Euramerican 

contexts, nor does it place Euramerica at the center of such studies.	


Given this theoretical positioning, I would like to now turn to the situation of Siam 

as, to borrow Hertzfeld’s term, a “crypto-colonial” country.17 In this way, Siam 

provides a useful test for a methodology of alternative photographies, as it 

complicates binaries between colonised and coloniser, while being capable of 

illuminating the limitations of both.18 As a crypto-colony, Siam was able to 

maintain its political independence, while suffering economic dependence on 

Euramerican countries through uneven trade agreements and the conceding of 

extra-territorial rights to foreign subjects.19 In addition, Siam’s crypto-colonial status 

allowed King Mongkut, and his successor King Chulalongkorn (r. 1868-1910) to 

signal their power within the region and relative equality to Euramerican powers 

through developing colonial style bureaucratic institutions and through pursuing 
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their own colonial aims in what were previously the kingdom’s vassal states, 

including the Muslim Malay in the country’s south and the Laotian Hill-tribes in the 

country’s north.20 Despite this inheritance, Thai historiography has tended to focus 

on what are thought to be intelligent reforms of the country’s monarchs that 

allowed the country to escape the colonial fate that befell other countries within 

the Southeast Asian region. This historical discourse continues to play into official 

nationalist visions of the Thai state, as most evidenced by the country’s name 

prathet Thai, ‘Land of the Free.’ 	


The complex crypto-colonial relationship between Euramerica and Siam had a 

significant influence on the production and articulation of modern identity through 

the self-reflexive medium of photography. It is certainly likely that the gap 

between the arrival of the camera and the first photograph of a Thai King was at 

least partly likely due to King Mongkut’s predecessor, King Jessadabodindra’s 

(Rama III, r. 1824-1851) distrust of Euramerican colonial advances,21 and the 

isolationist policy that characterized the latter years of his reign. However, such 

reductionist understandings would appear to confirm a Euramercian-centric 

understanding of modernity as a ‘wave’ sweeping up non-Euramerican countries.22 

In order to complicate this understanding, the significance of the King’s decision 

must be viewed in terms of the Siamese taboo surrounding the public 

representation of the royal personage. H. G. Wales, writing in the 1930s, linked the 

previous taboo of looking at the body of the monarch to the Indian Vedic text 

Laws of Manu, quoting, “Because a king has been formed of particles of those 

lords of the gods, he therefore surpasses all created beings in luster; and like the 

sun, he burns eyes and hearts; nor can anybody on earth even gaze on him.”23 It 

is no surprise, then, that until King Mongkut’s reign, no notable tradition of 

portraiture existed beyond standardized figures in murals and perhaps the 

existence tabooed royal-ancestor images produced only for the eyes of the 

monarch.24	


For this taboo to be overcome, a conceptual and ontological shift had to occur 

through which the “desire” to photograph emerged.  Speaking in regards to the 

invention of photography in the European context, Batchen has argued that the 
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mere ability to photograph or the presence of photographic technology was not 

enough to impel the “desire” to photograph.25 In other words, the adoption of 

photography in Europe should not be understood in terms of the medium’s 

invention, but rather as reliant on certain conceptual shifts from which the desire 

to photograph emerged.26 In the context of Siam, this points away from a 

simplistic technological determination of the photographic medium as easily 

absorbed into pre-photographic visual discourses and towards Pinney’s contention 

that photography is “a technical practice that disturbs culture.”27	


There were several aspects to the conceptual shift leading to King Mongkut’s 

decision to have himself photographed. These corresponded with the King’s own 

interest in technology and science developed through his personal relationships 

with Euramericans residing in Bangkok, namely Bishop Pallegoix and the American 

Protestant missionary Jesse Caswell.28 However, it would be a mistake here to view 

these relationships as one sided, with the Euramerican inhabitants of Bangkok 

simply enlightening the future King about scientific rationalism. Even prior to the 

arrival of American missionaries, many elite Siamese individuals had an intimate 

knowledge of Euramerican civilization and languages, as result of prolonged 

relations since at least the 17th Century, when many European traders and 

missionaries had lived and worked in Ayutthaya, and when diplomatic missions 

were exchanged between King Narai’s kingdom and King Louis XIV’s court in 

Paris.29 Diaries from American missionaries posted in Bangkok also detail the the 

projects which were worked on collaboratively by these individuals and the future 

King Mongkut, as well as the relatively equal exchanges of information between 

the two in the discussion of religious philosophy, linguistics and science.30	


However beyond King Mongkut’s personal relationships was a wider change in 

the Siamese elite’s conception of itself in relation to the rest of the world, as a 

result of what Pratt has termed a shift in “planetary consciousness” in the early 

years of Mongkut’s reign.31 In the Ayutthaya and early Bangkok periods, the 

Siamese recognition of China as a greater economic and political power in the 

region was signalled by the practice of sending tributes from the Siamese to the 

Chinese Emperor.  Culturally this was reflected in the fashion for Chinese furniture 
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and luxury goods, as well as in the only two known pre-photographic images of 

the King Mongkut and his son, the future King Chulalongkorn, which were painted 

in a Chinese style around 1853. 	


Observing China’s gradual loss of political and economic power after Britain’s 

defeat of the country in 1842, in 1855 King Mongkut stopped the practice of 

sending tributary missions to the Chinese emperor and recalibrated the Siamese 

understanding of economic and political power as well as cultural civilization 

(siwilai) as located in Euramerica.32 This was indicated by King Mongkut’s address 

to Queen Victoria in his letters as “…the Sovereign of Superior Kingdom, not to 

the equal or inferior always.”33 In the context of a dramatic downturn in Siam’s 

economy in the early 1850s, the country began opening itself up to trade, 

initiating negotiations with Britain that resulted in the Bowring treaty in 1855, which 

was soon followed by the signing of trade agreements with other Euramerican 

countries.  Together with the increasing colonial presence in Southeast Asia, these 

factors signalled the Siamese elite’s recognition of a radically new global 

configuration of political and economic power. Implicit in this recognition was the 

Siamese elite’s efforts to position themselves as a world power in this system, as 

indicated by letters from King Mongkut to Queen Victoria which expressed his 

desire for the Bowring treaty with Siam to be treated with the same regard as 

treaties between Britain and the Chinese Empire.34	


In this context, the King’s own legitimacy in the eyes of not only Euramerican 

leaders,35 but also factions within his own court who had secured his path to the 

throne, was directly related to his ability to articulate his power in terms of this new 

world system.36 Within the Siamese court, competency within this system of power 

was signalled both internally and externally through the acquisition of Euramerican 

accoutrements of siwilai including hats, cigarettes and cameras which by the 

beginning of King Chulalongkorn’s reign in 1868, came to supplant the previous 

fashion of collecting of Chinese luxury goods. From this perspective, we can 

understand the Siamese elite’s desire to attain siwilai as, to quote Thongchai 

Winichaikul “not simply a reaction to the colonial threat…(but) an attempt 

originated by various groups among the elite...to attain and confirm the relative 

superiority of Siam.”37	
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It follows that the most important function of photographic images of the Thai 

King, was their operation in networks of diplomatic gift exchange between heads 

of state, as a means developing friendly relationships with ‘civilized’ nations and 

establishing the Siamese monarchy as members of an elite class of modern 

leaders.38 King Mongkut may have become aware of this practice through his 

receipt of many photographs and photographic apparatus from various world 

leaders as diplomatic gifts, the first of which, in 1856, were two photographs and 

a daguerreotype camera presented to him by Henry S. Parkes on behalf of 

Queen Victoria.39	


While images of European monarchs had been present within the Ayutthaya and 

early Bangkok courts, there was no attempt by the Siamese elite to adopt 

European-style dress or mannerisms until the mid 19th century.40 Like the camera, 

the adoption of European-style dress in photographs occurred through particular 

relationships that resulted in a distinctly modern type of self-reflexivity on the part 

of the Siamese elite in relation to the perceived expectations of the photograph’s 

recipient. The first daguerreotype of King Mongkut, sitting stiffly and uncomfortably 

in Siamese dress,41 taken in the same year as the Bowring treaty, indicates that 

the King had yet to gain complete competency in the language of visual 

diplomatic exchange based on a Euramerican model. However, in the following 

years, as the monarch was photographed numerous times and the photographs 

distributed to Euramerican leaders, among them Queen Victoria in 1857, and the 

Pope in 1861, he gradually began to adopt Euramerican signifiers associated with 

the representation of persons with power.	


By 1865, when the King was photographed by John Thomson, he was evidently 

well aware of the way in which he appeared to foreign leaders, and made 

efforts to control his image in ways that would appeal to Euramerican tastes while 

signifying his membership to this “civilized” class.  As Thomson recalled, 


His dress was of a spotless white, which reached right down to his feet: his 

head was bare. I was admiring the simplicity and purity of this attire, when 

his majesty beckoned me to approach him, and informed me that he 

wished to have his portrait taken as he knelt in an attitude of prayer . . . All 
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was prepared beneath a space in the court, which had been canopied 

and carpeted for this special purpose; when, just as I was about to take 

the photograph, his majesty changed his mind, and without a word to 

anyone passed suddenly out of sight . . . at length the King reappeared, 

dressed this time in a sort of French field marshal’s uniform.42


John Thomson’s photograph of King Mongkut utilizes several Euramerican 

conventions for the representation individuals with power: the king’s French-style 

military uniform, his cane, and the covered table on which was placed his royal 

regalia, all well established in European oil portraiture traditions.43 Here the 

monarch’s ability to deploy several identities, including that of a Buddhist monk 

and a European-style head of state, as well his self-reflexivity concerning his 

sartorial choices in relation to the intended recipient of the photograph are 

indicative of a conceptual shift towards modernity that was, as we have seen 

produced as well as articulated through the medium of photography. 	


King Mongkut’s understanding of his own image was linked to his formulation of a 

distinctly modern understanding of ‘self’ which developed through his relationship 

with Euramerica but was not indistinct with it. As Foucault argues,


Photographic practice involves not only the articulation but also the construction 

of identities for the camera’s lens.  The self-conscious aesthetic construction of 

identity, which Foucault identifies as central to the project of modernity is 

inherently linked both to the physical act of producing photographic images and 

the view of the photograph as an indexical sign.  In this way, as Barthes suggests, 

the desire to ‘transform’ one’s self as the ‘target’ of the camera is a desire to 

picture one’s profound ‘self’ as object.44  Posing in front of a camera becomes a 

way of constructing and performing what an individual conceives of as their 

‘ideal’ identity, in relation to a future viewer of the image, in this case the 

Euramerican leaders who received King Mongkut’s photographs.  Taken from this 

perspective, King Mongkut’s adoption of photography and the accoutrements of 

Euramerican power structures are not indications of his passive reception of a 

Euramerican cultural and technological modernity, but are rather his conceptual 

shift towards an understanding himself as image in relation to a community of 
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viewers, which, as Foucault and Barthes indicate is a conceptual shift towards a 

modern notion of the self as forged through the photographic image. 	


Utilizing a theory of ‘alternative photographies’ that allows for an understanding 

modernity as developing through relationships, King Mongkut’s choice to have 

himself photographed appears less like the imposition of Euramerican culture 

under the threat of colonization, or a careful strategy undertaken by the Siamese 

monarch to avoid this threat. Rather, it becomes clear that the ‘desire’ to 

photograph emerged through a particular conceptual and ontological shift within 

the Siamese elite that occurred in relation to a new configuration of global 

political and economic power. The Siamese elite’s conception of itself in relation 

to the rest of the world, was in this way relativised through the transfer and 

adoption of photographic technology.45 In particular, photography allowed for 

the development of a genre of royal portraiture, which while operating 

internationally as symbolic of the monarch’s membership to a global class of 

leaders, was viewed locally as a transference of the iconic power of the tabooed 

body of the monarch to the indexical form of the photograph. In the reign of King 

Mongkut, this was indicated through the treatment of photographs of the 

monarch as religious icons through the application of gold leaf, a practice that 

continues today with photographs of the country’s current monarch, King 

Bhumibol (Rama IX r.1959-present). 
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figure 1 	
  

 
Anonymous Chinese Artist	 
 
King Mongkut (Rama IV). 	 


Pigment on silk 	 


ca.1853	 


100 x 61 cm. 	 


Ambara Villa, Dusit Palace, Bangkok


figure 2 	
  

 
Anonymous Chinese Artist	 


Prince Chulalongkorn (later Rama V)	 


Pigment on silk	 


ca.1853	 


96 x 61.5 cm. 	 


Wehart Charun Mansion, 	 


Bang Pa-in Palace, Ayutthaya copy
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figure 5	
  

 
Clare Veal	 


King Bhumibol (Rama IX) treated with gold leaf	


2012 	 


Wat Mahathat, Ayutthaya


figure 3	
  

 
John Thomson 	 


HM King Mongkut (Rama IV) attired in the 
uniform of a French field marshal	
1865	 


Welcome Library, London


figure 4 	
  

 
John Thomson	 


HM King Mongkut dressed in a white rope	


1867	 


Welcome Library, London
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