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Prehistoric Art

Professor M.C. Subhadradis Diskul

Among the prehistoric objects in the Suan Pakkad
Palace collection, the most important ones came from
the Ban Chieng site. They are now largely displayed
on the upper floor of House V.

Ban Chieng is a small modern village situated on
a mound which was originally a prehistoric site in Am-
phoe Nong Harn, Udorn Thani Province, in north-
eastern Thailand., In 1960 or 1961 a Fine Arts Depart-
ment official picked up a few small sherds which he
found unusual and sent them to the Fine Arts Depart-
ment in Bangkok, but nothing resulted from this dis-
covery. In 1966 Stephen Young, son of a former Ameri-
cun ambassador, went there to do anthropological
research. He also found several large handsome and
intricate red-on-buff spiral designs. He showed them
to Princess Chumbhot, who suggested that he should get
in touch with the Fine Arts Department. The Depart-
ment then sent an archacologist to conduct test excava-
tions at Ban Chieng in 1967; the report, unfortunately
never published for the general public, stated that the
pottery, plain and painted, was found in burial associa-
tion with bronze artifacts. Some specimens of the pot-
tery were dated by the thermoluminescence process al
the laboratory of the University of Pennsylvania in the
United States in 1968 and 1971 and these were found to
be around 4000 B.C.

In late 1971 and carly 1972 new construction at Ban
Chieng village produced a large number of painted pots,
so unusually handsome that they immediately became

prize picces for collectors and led to a wide range of
clandestine diggings. The Fine Arts Department then
did two more excavations at Ban Chieng and in 1972
there was a joint excavation there by the Faculty of Ar-
chaeology, Silpakorn University and the Faculty of So-
cial Welfare of Thammasat University. The Fine Arts
Department also managed to have laws passed protec-
ting the area and forbidding further private digging or
trading of the artifacts. Those who possessed objects
from Ban Chieng were required to register them with
the FFine Arts Department.

In 1973 the University of Pennsylvania became in-
terested in the site and an agreement was reached between
the University and the Fine Arts Department with the
help of the Ford Foundation to do the systematic exca-
vation at Ban Chieng in an inter-disciplinary programme

designed to strengthen the Faculty of Archaeology, Sil-

pakorn University; to train senior Thai students and
junior professionals; to bring in collaborating scientific
specialists for short-term research topics; and to involve
archaeologists from other Southeast Asian countries.
The excavations were carried on in 1974 and 1975,
According to an article entitled *“Ban Chieng: a Mosaic
of Impressions from the First Two Years’ by Chester
Gorman and Pisit Charoenwongsa in Expedition Vol.
18, No. 4, Summer 1976, published by the University
Museum of the University of Pennsylvania, the two
archaeologists have tentatively divided the site at Ban
Chieng into 7 stratigraphic sequences, as follows:
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Associated Pottery Styles Approximate L ]
Phase Significant Finds
and Markers Dates
VII Historic Thai celadons, Chinese A.D. 1600-1800 Historic assemblages; clay pipes,
| ‘blue-on-white porcelains, local pottery, bronze and iron artifacts.
| N.E. Thai earthenwares.
VI Red slipped and burnished pottery 300-250 B.C. Late prehistoric funerary phase at
(cruder than earlier material). Ban Chieng. Iron Age tool assem-
bly, glass beads, special alloys for
jewelry.
Vv Red-on-buff Ban Chieng painted 1000-500 B.C. Continuation of Iron Age and
(freehand painted pottery). (Tentative) bronze metallurgy, supine burials
with rich funerary offerings.
AY Incised and painted pottery: geo- 1600-1200 B.C. Numerous bronze objects; bimetallic
metric and curvilinear designs. artifacts showing the initial ap-
pearance of iron smelting and for-
ging.
I11 Cord-marked vessels with ela- 2000 B.C. Jar burials of children, sophis-
borate curvilinear incised design. ticated hunting activity, e.g. ““Nim-
rod’s grave’’ Some bronze artifacts.
[and II| Black to grey burnished and in- 3600-2900 B.C. The interface between these two
cised pottery; decorated and un- burial phases is difficult to place
decorated ‘‘beaker’” forms, and exactly in time. Flexed burials were
a variety of cord-marked and bur- found only in these two basal phases
nished vessels. and one flexed burial contained a
cast bronze spearhead. One burial
from this phase wore bronze anklets,
another bronze bracelets.

The earliest date of Ban Chieng has not yet been
zccepted by every prehistorian. - Some would say that
.ince Ban Chieng was a prehistoric cemetery site, it is
Zifficult to believe in the stratigraphic sequences. Some
-cholars, though accepting the earliest Ban Chieng date
‘hrough Carbon 14 testing, believe that the Ban Chieng
_ulture developed only in a limited space since the Ban
~ao culture in western Thailand was still in a late neoli-
“7lic stage though it was about 2000 years later than the
Ban Chieng bronze culture. However, one cannot deny
‘12 extreme beauty of the painted pottery at Ban Chieng
.= well as the high technique of casting bronze.

In the Suan Pakkad Palace Collection there is a
selightful display of Ban Chieng pottery as well as
-ronzes and beads. The pottery includes unpainted and
~ainted pieces, all made by hand, without using turning
+heels. They can be divided into five types: flower-
~ot-form with or without stand, tray or vase-form and
~ater-pot form. Apart from the above-mentioned

objects, there are also terracotta rollers which might
have been used to make designs on cloth or on the skin
and might also have served as talismans.

Other remarkable prehistoric objects displayed on
the upper floor of House V are two blue glass bracelets,
large beads, and bronzes with beautiful designs from
Ban Don Tarn, Nakhon Panom Province; ivory and
bronze bracelets, and stone moulds for bronze axe heads
from Ban Phak Tob, Amphoe Nong Harn, Udorn Thani
Province. It is also from Ban Phak Tob that most of
the prehistoric black pottery in the Suan Pakkad Palace
collection come, There are also displayed bronze brace-
lets from Ban Kut Kwang Soi, Amphoe Non Sang,
Udorn Thani Province and chess-designed painted pottery
from Ban Pang Khon, Sakon Nakhon Province. The
above-mentioned provinces are all situated in north-
eastern Thailand.

In House VII at the back part of the Suan Pakkad
Palace compound are exhibited some more prehistoric
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objects such as pottery and bronze bracelets from Ban  Amphoe Don Chedi, Supanburi: The last two pro-
Phak Tob, Ban Chieng and Ban Kut Kwang Soi. Also  vinces are in western Thailand, A few neolithic imple-

exhibited are some iron implements from Ban Don Ta ments from varicus parts of Thailand are exhibited in a
Pet, Kanchanaburi Province and three bracelets from  small case in the east room of House [.
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IIT1 Cord-marked vessels with 2000 B.C. Jar burials of children,
elaborate curvilinear incised sophisticated hunting
design. activity, e.g. *‘Nimrod’s

grave’’ Some bronze artifacts.
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“The earliest date of Ban Chieng has not yet been accepted by every prehistorian.................... Some

scholars, though accepting the earliest Ban Chieng date through Carbon 14 testing, believe that the Ban Chieng
culture developed only in a limited space since the Ban Kao culture in western Thailand was still in a late neolithic
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““beaker’’ forms, and a
variety of cord-marked and
burnished vessels.

is difficult to place
exactly in time. Flexed

burials were found only
in these two basal phases
and one flexed burial
contained a cast bronze
spearhead. One burial
from this phase wore bronze
anklets, another bronze bracelets.
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