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Hybrid Styles, Bangkok 

T Wo eminent kings of mod-
em Siamese history are re
sponsible for the successful 
response to the challenge of 
Europe in the nineteenth 
century. King Rama IV (r. 

1851-1868) and his son Rama V (r. 1868-
1910) - Mongkut and Chulalongkom re
spectively - brought their Southeast Asian 
kingdom, now 1bailand, from a traditional 
society into the modem world. From a little
known land which largely looked inward, or 
northward towards China, these two men 
had the wit and energy to successfully check 
European designs on Siam while at the same 
time selectively embracing Western technolo
gy and ideas. 
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Following the death of Chulalongkom, 
his vivacious son Wachirawut (r. 1910-
1925) carried on his father's progranunes. 
Nowhere today are the tangible results of 
the impact of the West on these monarchs 
more visible than in the buildings that date 
from their reigns, especially the last two. 
Not an old city by Asian standards, Bang
kok was a sleepy village on the left bank of 
the Chao Phraya River when it was chosen 

Chakkri Hall, Grand Palace oj the Royal Family 
oj Thailand. Designed by British architect John 
Chinitz, it was erected between 1876 and 1882 and 
reflects the eclectic tastes of Siamese leaders oj the 
period. Ornate pagoda-like spires were grafted onto 
an othelwise "classicizing" architectural vocabulary. 
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Top: Government House, Bangkok, was originally 
built for one if King Rama VI's fovourite aides, 
according to designs by the Italian architect Annebale 
Rigotti in the early 20th century. Today it houses 
the offices of Thailand's Prime Minister. 
Above: View if an inner courtyard of Government 
House, illustrating the strongly Italianate classical 
style in vogue at the time. 
Left, above: Detail of the main fo(ade if Govern
ment House, by the Italian architect Rigotti. 
Left: Detail of inner, formal cOUl1yard with stairs to 
upper level if Government House. 
Right, above: Ban Phitsanuloke is another ornate 
mansion by the Italian architect Annebale Rigotti, 
built in the early 20th century for a courtier if King 
Rama VI. It reflects a curious mixture of European 
and local oriental features. 
Right: View of adjoining wings to the main portion 
of Ban Phitsanuloke, here built over water in a much 
more traditionally Thai fashion . 
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as the capital of Siam in 1782 by Rama I, 
founder of the ruling Chakkri dynasty. 
Starting almost 'from scratch', Rama I 
sought to build a capital in a location safe 
from the Burmese, who sacked the great 
Siamese capital of A yuthia fi.fi:een years be
fore. Bangkok was lush and green and 
crossed by canals. Soon a Grand Palace was 
built; the character of the city was fully 
Siamese with sharp-pointed roofS over 
wooden houses built on pilings. The only 
foreign flavour came from the Chinese 
merchants. 

Little Western influence in architecture 
remains from the reign of Mongkut, best 
known in the West as the king from The 
King and J, a not very accurate portrait of 
the monarch who spent 27 years of his life 
as a Buddhist monk before assuming the 
throne upon the death of his brother. Dur
ing the 42-year reign of Chulalongkom, 
however, the taste for things Western in 
Siam became deeply entrenched, even tren
dy, and some fine examples remain. Best 
perhaps, and one which shows a unique 
blend of East and West in architecture, is 
the Chakkri Hall of the Grand Palace. De
signed by an English architect, the Hall has 

a Siamese roof sitting on a European build
ing. The story goes that the conservative 
Privy Council objected to so foreign a 
building in the Grand Palace and demanded 
changes. The compromise result was the 
Siamese roof, not an unappealing solution. 
Today King Bhurniphol Adulyadej (Rama 
IX) uses the Hall for state dinners and re
ceives the credentials of ambassadors there. 

The chief architectural legacy of King 
Wachirawut, a man ofletters who enjoyed 
writing plays, are two grand Victorian 
buildings which he commissioned as gifts 
for favourites at court. These ornate gems 
serve the government today; one is Gov
ernment House while the other was recent
ly made the official residence of the Prime 
Minister. 

Today with 5 million inhabitants and 
growing at the rate of about 10,(0) each 
week Bangkok is rapidly changing. The 
city moves upward and outward and canals 
are filled to make room for roads. There is 
less greenery and more concrete; the pace is 
fast. But happily tucked away in pockets 
around the city are some remarkable and 
often beautiful relics which remain a fragile 
link with old Siam. 
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House of M.R. Kukrit 
Pramoj, man ifletters and 
former Prime Minister. A 
series of old traditional Thai 
houses were dismantled, 
moved to the present site and 
reconstructed along classical 
lines but also permitting 
air-conditioned 20th-century 
living accommodations on the 
lower level. 
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Old Homes in Bangkok 
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