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One of Thailand’s most interesting yet little visited historical sites lies just three
hours from Babgkok in the ancient city of Lopburi. Today known more for its monkeys and
its military bases, Lopburi in the seventeenth century was the focal point of the Kingdom of
Siam under King Narai, who had a new palace built there and held court there most of the
year rather than in the capital, Ayutthaya, lying about one hour downriver. For most intents
purposes, Lopburi was Siam’s capital under King Narai the Great; today his grand palace is
known as Phra Narai Raja Niwet.

King Narai was one of Thailand’s most prominent monarchs who reigned at an
important time (e%&%-eb&&@) when the kingdom was experiencing increasing contact with
faraway nations and cultures. The Persians were one such, but the French were the leading
example, and King Narai actually engaged French architects and engineers to assist in the
construction of his palace, giving it a curious mixture of Siamese and Gallic styles, plus

some Islamic touches. Because of the French also, we have much interesting documentation
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on King Narai’s reign and his chosen seat of governmentat Lopburi. Fascinating prints show
the heavily bewigged Chevalier de Chaumont, ambassador of Louis Quatorze, paying court to
the glitteringly -costumed, spire-crowned King Narai in 1685.

Today the royal palace still occupies its original extensive area of about &= rai
but many things have befallen it since King Narai’s time. His successor resumed rule at the
big city of Ayutthaya and the Lopburi palace fell into decline, not to be rescued until almost
two centuries later by King Mongkut (Rama V). By that time, the mid-19th century, most
structures were in ruins, and so they remain to this day : the elephant stables and reception
halls, the storehouses and guards’ Quarters - all roofless and devoid of ornament.

But the accumulated restoration efforts of King Mongkut, succeeding monarchs
and the government’s Department of Fine Arts have ensured for today’s visitors that Phra
Narai Raja Niwet Palace is an engrossing experience, that it is far more than the pile of old
bricks which it would otherwise have become. Indeed, the royal palace of Lopburi has
someting for everybody : not just for history and art lovers, E)ut also for those who just like
sitting in a peaceful and shady garden.

The palce approach is forbid ding - the whole site is enclosed by a thick high
crenellated wall - and the entry is impressive, through a massive wooden gate studded with
iron. But once inisde nature takes over ! green lawns and towering trees predominate over
the scattered remains of redbrick walls that once housed the royal elephants and received
visiting emissaries. Then beyond, at the end of the wide straight path that carries the
forward, ihere appear the gleaming white facades of distant buillding that are clearly in the
peak of health. .

Walking a hundred meters forth through the gateway of the inner compund, you
come to the firgh of the beautifully restored structures, the Chanthara Phisan Pavilion.
Looking like a tall narrow temple, clothed in brilliant white stucco, this was King Narai’s
Throne Hall and was restored by King Mongkut. In front stands a very fine stone seated
Buddha image with naga serpent hood.

To the left is a much more extensive white stucco structure, Phiman Mongkut
Hall, built by King Mongkut as his reception hall and residence. Now serving as a museum,
within its walls are displayed artifacts representing &,0oo years of Thai history and even
some modern art paintings, but certainly most impressive are the stone Buddha images from
the Khmer dominated Lopburi period, eeoth-e«’th centuries, when the Cambodians ruled this
area. Another highlight is King Mongkut’s bedroom containing artifacts from his reign

including his very bed and silken clothes
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The most intriguing ruin lies beyond, the imposing high walls of the Dusit Sawan
Thanya Maha Prasat King Narai’s reception hall in which he sat on a high throne beneath a
muthitiered umbrella and granted audiences to foreign emissaries such as the Chevalier.
Around it and against it grow frangipani trees, whose sueet scent suffuses the scene, one of

Thailand’s most evocative.
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