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The Chongkraben: Traditional,Wear of Thais

In Thailand, the chongkraben wrap is mostly worn by elderly provincial women and by
Thai classical dancers. You may come across these women at temple fairs or provincial bazaars.
They'll most probably chew betel nut and carry a woven bamboo betel nut basket. The Thai
dictionary defines the chongkraben as a piece of pahnung or cloth which is wrapped sarong-style
around the waist, gathered in plants at the center, and twisted around the crotch to be tucked
in at the back.

The chongkraben has been worn by Thai men and women since ancient times. Its
existence during the Sukhothai and Ayutthaya days (13th-18th centuries) can be attested by the
images depicted on ancient bas reliefs and temple murals. The Ayutthaya court ladies wore their
chongkraben midi-length while the working women wore theirs just above the knees, as did the
men, topped by V-necked blouses. Ayutthaya women's hairstyles were either shoulder length or
twisted into a high bun. The men had their hair cut short and parted in the center.

During times of war the women also had their hair cut short for easier disguise.

The wrap-around and twisted chongkraben probably has its roots in India where
Brahmanism originated. The Brahman priests, with hair twisted into buns, wore white chong kraben
and tops while performing religious ceremonies. Since Brahmanism was, from ancient times,
practiced side by side with Buddhism, many facets of the Brahmanic culture were assimilated into
the culture of Thailand, the chongkraben being only one example.

However, during the Ayutthaya and Sukhothai periods, women also wore the silk and
cotton pasin or the sarong style wraps. It was in the Rattanakosin period, the reigns of Rama |
through Rama IV (1782-1868) that the chongkraben most widely worn, with the kaen krabog

blouse, similar in style to what the Thai farmers wear today. The men wore no tops.



Rama IV or King Mongkut, better known to the western world as the "barbaric king" in the
film, "The King and 1," pottrayed by Yul Brynner, was quite the opposite of his screen character.
While Yul Brynner played him as a bare-chested, chongkraben-wearing Oriental king, the real king
was quiet, observant in the Buddhist code of behavior, and quite well versed in European customs
and tradition.

Having sent several diplomatic missions abroad and allowing foreign diplomats to set up
consulates in the country, King Mongkut became well exposed to western culture and
consequently preferred western-style clothing to the traditional wear. The king set a rule whereby
those who wished to have an audience with him had to cover their chests in his presence.

The king was reported as saying, “When | see a bare-chested person, | have the impression
that he is semi-naked. Furthermore it looks mist inproper when he begins to perspire or if he
rashes on his chest. All the people in the major countries of the world wear shirts, and there is
no reason why should not. The primitive societies of the jungle may g¢o without shirts but we
people of Siam are a civilized country with a culture to be proud of. Although we wore no shirts
in ancient times, we must make adaptations to in more with modern times. Cover your bare
chests in my presence.”

King Chulalongkorn (Rama V). King Mongkut's son, became the first Thai king to ¢o abroad
(except in the Sukhothai period, when a Thai monarch was said to have visited China). Having
visited Singapore, Java (Indonesia). India and Europe, he was impressed. When he returned, he
adapted some western practices to the Thai ways, one of which was western fashion. This,
fortunately was not a total abolishment of the old styles; a sovernment official would wear an
outfit called the Rajapataen suit, com prising a white tailored jacket with a tunic collar and five
gold buttons. The chongkraben was worn with this. The king was usually the first to wear the new
styles, followed by the nobility, high-ranking officials, government officers and civilians.

In the fashion of the European courts, the king appointed Royal Guards to stand at
attention during official functions. These guards sported the Rajapataen suits. Even the lowest

palace guards, the Mahadlek lai ka and the "Crow chaser guards”, wore the Rajapataen suits. As



their name implied, the duty of these guards was to chase away the crows which flocked the
Temple of the Emerald Buddha during the king's offerings of food to the monks. By 1889 all of
the king's soldiers wore complete western military outfits as they do today.

Returning from his last trip from Europe in 1907, King Chulalongkorn switched completely
to western wear. As for the people--some switched completely, some wore the Rajapataen or
the Seua peek, others maintained the traditional wear. By this time the fashionable well-to do
ladies had changed from the pataeb and sabai (narrow piece of cloth covering only the breasts)
to European style blouses with puffed up sleeves and a lot of lace.

The chongkraben was worn over European silk stockings and the look was finished Giam
off by leather shoes. The nobility started to wear western style jewelry such as strings of pearl,
brooches, and watch chains, etc.

By Rama VII's reign, most society ladies wore the pasin instead of the chongkraben, topped
by sleeveless blouses. In 1941 Field Marshal P. Pibulsongkram officially prohibited the chewing
of the betel nut and the wearing of the chongkraben. Today, however, although the majority of
Thais wear western-inspired clothing, H.M. the Queen has been influential in reviving interest in
traditional styles. Thai silks and cottons in contemporary designs have, within recent years,

become popular again.




