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Phu Phra Bat: A Remarkable Archaeological Site in

Northeastern Thailand

he hill of Phii Phra Bat forms part of the

Phu Phan mountain-range that stretches
north-south across Udon Thani Province in
northeast Thailand. Its archaeological site,
covering an area of about ten square kilometres,
extends over a cliff of sandstone about 350
metres above sea-level. The site was declared
an archaeological reserve in 1981, and has
recently been developed into a National
Historical Park, which was opened in 1992. The
natural environment has been exceptionally well
preserved, while the buildings and offices have
been conceived in harmony with the rural
surroundings (1).

The site is rich in rock-shelters, many of
which retain traces of human activity, dating
from prehistoric times to the present. The main
group of archaeological remains consists largely
of rocks and rock-shelters scatterred around Phra
Bat Bua Bok, one of the shrines built over several
‘footprints’ of the Buddha, which have given
the hill the name “ Phii Phra Bat” (Hill of the
Sacred Footprints) (2). Local chronicles and
folk literature associate the site with visits by
the Buddha and his predecessors, and also with
the romantic tale of Usa, the beautiful daughter
of the demon-king Bana, who fell in love with

Aniruddha, grandson of Krsna Vasudeva. These
are only a few examples of the many Indian
myths and legends which found their way to
Southeast Asia to become retold, modified,
amplified and absorbed into the folklore of local
cultures.

The most characteristic features of Phii Phra
Bat are the curiously shaped rocks and rock-
shelters, standing haphazardly on rough
sandstone surface worn down by million years
of natural erosion (3). In the rainy season the
rock surface and the hollows become flowing
water-courses, which form mountain streams
and descend to feed the jungle, lakes and plains
below, to finally flow into the Mekong river,
the main artery of northeastern Thailand, Laos
and Cambodia.

Many rock-shelters contain paintings or
sketches of themes which are common to pre-
and proto-historic rock art and cave paintings
all over the world. One of these depicts human
figures in motion (fig.1), probably representing
a hunting party, or performing a sacrificial dance.
Others show animal figures, including bulls, a
cow and a calf (fig.2). Some rock-shelters retain
handprints in red ochre (4), while others are
adomed with abstract and geometric designs,
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