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ABSTRACT

Fundamentals of Thai Architectural Identity

Thai architecture of the past reveals the fundamentals of its national architectural identity and
expresses the continuous development of Thai wisdom. This has been transformed under the influences
of Modern Architecture and globalization. When the political need for expressing Thai identity is
diminished, architecture in Thailand generally adopts an international outlook in combination with
localism. However, the challenge of creating a decent Thai architectural identity is raised once more by
the pursuit of proper design solutions for buildings of national significance such as those for the National

Assembly, the National Conference Center, etc.

This research focuses on the following objectives: 1) Reviewing theories, concepts and design
guidelines of modern Thai architectural identity; developing a conceptual framework for research
comprising of key concepts and related concepts and influencing factors; 2) Making architectural surveys
in various regions of Thailand, especially those case studies and prominent works in accordance with key
concepts and relevant issues; 3) Investigating the concepts held by architects and academics, as well as
the inspiration, influences and directives of creation in association with the fundamentals of a modern Thai
identity; 4) Examining the perception and significant perceptual dimensions of professional architects and
people in general in accordance with the conceptual framework for research, proposing the research
findings through integrated analysis and following on with analyses regarding inheritance, transformation
and reinvention; 5) Conclusions and recommendations being made for the creation and exhibiting the

fundamentals of Thai architectural identity.

In developing the conceptual framework for this research, various concepts were covered
regarding such fundamental characteristics as abstract, non-abstract, aesthetics, symbolism, and
Thainess. These fundamentals were the bases for interviewing 20 expert architects and academics in
terms of design approaches and inspirations, and 5 others through electronic message, concerned in
particular with conflicting issues and resolution in identity development. Questionnaires were employed to
collect data from professional architects and people in general in the search for perceived concepts and

designs that express the fundamentals of Thai architectural identity.The critical perceptual dimensions
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Horayangkura, Settaworakit and Inpuntung

were generated through factor analysis. Through integrated analyses, the following research findings are

revealed:

1. Abstract characteristics include: 1) lightness/buoyancy; 2) transparency/spaciousness; 3) enclosure;
4) shadiness/coolness; 5) brightness/dimness/darkness; 6) tranquilness/quietness. These fundamentals
reflect the Thai spirit, nurtured through climatic conditions and wisdom. These abstract characteristics

have been exhibited through continuous inheritance.

2. Non-abstract characteristics cover: 1) design in harmony with nature; 2) landscape layout with
the integral relationship between green area/space and building; 3) design with Thai wisdom regarding
climatic protection, semi-outdoor-indoor space and enclosure; 4) contemporary local identity exhibiting
cultural inheritance through localism in various design approaches. Both groups of professional architects
and people in general regard very highly contemporary characteristics in connection with locality and

necessary transformations influenced by contemporary architecture.

3. Aesthetical dimensions are the bases for the creation of architectural identity. Aesthetical
considerations are given to project sites and planning, simple functional space arrangement,
compositioning, form and proportion, material selection, and colorfulness, including golden delight.
Gracefulness and refinement are the basic aesthetic qualities that form the underlying spirit in the

creation of a Thai architectural identity. These latter qualities supersede the colorful approaches.

4. Symbolism focuses on belief systems and symbolic communication. Thais in general still
believe in the favorable orientation of buildings that enhance fortunate living. They also believe in future
life after death in accordance with Buddhism. However, due to the symbolic constraints in society today,
the concerns for expressing modern Thai architectural identity are directed towards iconic design. Iconic
features such as gable roofs, pointed top structures, lotus-shaped features and the use of water as a
symbolic element are applied. Symbolic designs also express social hierarchical order, a sense of
community and quality of life. Among the 5 major fundamental concepts, symbolism through iconic design

was mentioned most frequently in the interviews.

5. Thainess reflects the Thai spirit as accumulated through cultural transformation — both formal
and popular — in daily life. Due to the joyful nature of Thai people, Thai architecture from the past to the

present often reveals formal and colorful multiplicity.

According to the fundamental characteristics of contemporary Thai architecture, most design

solutions are transformations of the past; fewer are reinventions. While abstract qualities inherently
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prevail, reflecting the spirit of Thainess and the basis of Thai wisdom, there are transformations of non-
abstract elements in accordance with present context, especially in regards to materials and

technology.

Gracefulness and refinement are the predominant aesthetic characteristics of Thai architecture and
are attained through the creative design of architects in compositioning both formal and proportional
arrangements. However, the graceful catenary curve has been transformed, while the refinement of
decorative work has also been reduced. Current architects are in favor of symbolic designs that
communicate Thainess. This only results in a transformative approach rather than reinvention. Though the
familiar iconic elements can generate acceptance, the design solutions in general are in conflict with the
religion’s belief system, as in the case of the new National Assembly Building.

Moreover, concerns are being expressed regarding the application of Thai characteristics outside
this context, which in general become the determining factors in accordance with condition, constraint
and goal. In addition, Thai society is in the process of transforming more and more into a pluralistic
form. Hence, the need for identity becomes less crucial. More concern should be given to the creation of
architectural identity through reinventions. Such approaches are critical for a creative economy which is

indispensable to an economy-driven and highly competitive society.

Keywords:

Fundamentals of Thai architectural identity
The spirit of Thainess

Iconic design

Transformation
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