Karen Randolph

Excavations of Kilns Near the Old City of Sisatchanalai, Thailand:
Prompt Redevelopment of Pottery Production

Prologue

In December 1885 Ernest Satow journeyed to
the ruins of Sukhothai and Sawankhalok and
shortly afterward wrote about his experiences
in this area. The following excerpts are from his
paper, ‘The Laos States, Upper Siam’:

The results of my inquiries had been that Phichhai
was the most convenient starting point for a visit
to the ancient cities of Sukhothai and Sawan-
khalok, and at Phitsanulok. I had arranged with
an officer whom I met there to procure eight
elephants for the journey . . .

About noon we came to the river, and
descended the steep bank with perfect ease and
safety. An hour after crossing the river we passed
a few houses, and arrived at a sala, or large
wooded shed, by the side of a pond, where I was
glad to get down on to my feet again. Hearing
that the next stage would be a long one, I resolved
to remain here for the night . . .

Attwo o’clock in the afternoon of December 7,
1885, we reached the town of Sukhothai, built on
both banks of the Meyom, which is here deep,
though narrow. Round the upper part of the wall
ran a painted frieze, representing scenes from the
anterior lives of Buddha, but unfortunately there
was no one in the place who could explain them. . .

At six o’clock in the morning of December
18th, the thermometer stood at 69° ... At half
past seven we started on elephants from the
opposite bank of the river for Sachanalai (Old
City Sukhothai). The road lay at first along the
muddy bank of a creek, which we then crossed,
and we did not see it again till shortly before we
got to the ruins. We passed three small hamlets,
and traversed a good deal of rice-land, of which
only about one-half had been sown this year,
owing to the deficient rainfall, for; as you know,
the cultivation of rice is almost entirely dependent
on an abundant supply of water. We proceeded
on our elephants for forty minutes more to the
principal ruins, which the Vice-Governor had
caused to be cleared in great part of the
overgrowth of bushes that would otherwise have
rendered them inaccessible . . .

Fragments of a coarse pottery, having a pale,
stone-coloured glaze, and picked out with
designs of light brown, were lying scattered
about. They take the form of Buddhist angels,
lions, and small pagodas, their precise employ-
ment being uncertain, but they were probably
intended for decorative purposes. There are also
numerous small Buddhist images, of a fine
grained green stone, resembling slate, the largest
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fragment being a head about eight inches high.
(Satow 1892:849)

Satow’s experiences loosely parallel similar
experiences of others who visited this area in
the late 1800’s, early 1900’s, and more recently
in 1986 when this writer made the same trek
some 100 years later.

Portions of the old city wall still survive
with few able to explain significant artifacts.
The rice lands still subject to deficient rainfall
often lie dormant. Crossing the Yom River to
arrive at the old city also remains an option. But
most importantly for the purpose of this paper
is the observation that the past persists. The
abundance of coarse pottery fragments still lie
about in heaps around trees, flower beds and
yards: the reminder of a pottery industry in
years gone by. The nonchalant manner by which
the fragments appear to have been handled
indicate a lack of knowledge in regard to ceramic
technology. The presence of so many shards
lead those knowledgeable in ceramic production
to surmise a pottery production of some degree
existed in this area. Furthermore, logic suggests
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Fig. 1. Ancient Map of Thailand

that the materials required for the production
still exist in the area.

Overview

For more than 30 consecutive years researchers
have focused attention on the histories and
archaeological finds of the Sawankalok,
Sisatchanalai and Sukhothai areas. These finds
stimulate scholarly interpretation, speculation,
theses, projection and premise as to civilization
development and its significance. The areas of
interpretive investigations include art, archi-
tecture, economic, agricultural and environ-
mental development ranging from the early ninth
to the late sixteenth centuries. On the one hand
the data and artifacts gathered to date reveal a
significant amount of insight into this former
civilization. On the other hand, it is highly
probable that researchers have only scratched
the surface in regard to the vast evidence yet to
be revealed.

This paper is limited to the past 12 years of
observations in the village of Ko Noi. This
village is located on the Yom River about six
kilometers north of the old city of Sisatchanalai
in central Thailand between the modern cities
of Sukhothai and Sisatchanalai. To date, Ko
Noi and Pa Yang boast some of the largest
archaeological finds of ancient ceramics
excavated in Thailand.

At the onset of excavation in the early 1980’s
the habitants of Ko Noi labored on the sites
primarily for monetary gain. Their consciousness
of kiln technology and ceramic processes
surfaced and began to grow naturally as the
same villagers continued affiliation with the
sites. Awareness of the developmental process
slowly emerged and a direct relationship
between the inhabitant workers and the ancient
ceramic industry resulted. Plausibility for a local
ceramic industry as a means for economic gain
emerged. This interest lead to the sophisticated
pottery industry of today. Significant amounts
of local clay and mineral supplies, still
indigenous to the region, lend considerably to
the success of the operation.

Some find that these excavations in Ko Noi
are significantOn both the archaeological and
the socioeconomic arenas. This paper aims at
relating not only to the important archaeological
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reference. Their words still ring through the
ages as they, too, recognized the importance of
the kiln fields of Sawankalok/Sisatchanalai.

Excavations—Types of Kiln Constructions

In 1977 Australian archaeologist Don Hein
began investigating kiln sites in north and
central Thailand, part-time during summer
vacations and full time in1984. Primarily
because of Hein’s investigative work, field
reports and enthusiasm, the Thai Ceramics
Archaeological Project, a joint Thai-Australian
research project, organized and involved itself
in the project through grant acquisitions
beginning in mid 1980. Through TCAP’s
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Fig. 4. Map of ancient kiln sites and modern cities
along the Yom River to the north of ancient city
Sisatchanalai (Hein & Barbetti 1988)

cooperation with the Fine Arts Department of
Thailand, the project made vast progress during
its early days. The on-site direction and
documentation of this vast historic site by Don
Hein and his wife, Toni, provide invaluable
data now and for years to come.

More than 1,000 kilns in an eleven kilometer
radius are located in this area. Presently, about
200 hundred kilns are excavated and literally
hundreds more are located underground awaiting
excavation. The site includes specimens of both
updraft and crossdraft kilns, in-ground and
above-ground brick kilns. A site of this
proportion is an incredible find of great historical
significance. Yet, there is no evidence of anyone
working in clay at this location. It appears that
the area lay dormant of ceramic activity from
the sixteenth to the twentieth centuries until
1985, some 400 years.

Exact dates for the kilns are not known;
however, based on stratigraphy, context,
radiocarbon, thermoluminescence and paleo-
magnetic technique, probable dates exist. Dates
of a tenth century presence appear quite likely
for the lower level in-ground kilns. The late
fifteenth to early sixteenth century date is the
most likely for the above-ground brick cross
draft kilns. The in-between kilns show
progressions between both the dates and the
technological development.

Hein claims the first kilns in central northern
Thailand were built at Sisatchanalai, Pa Yang
and Ko Noi at about the end of the first
millennium. He says, “These kilns were
in~ground bank kilns which firstly occupied the
Yom River banks and were later dug into the
flat terrace nearby. In a major developmental
shift, kilns then came out of the ground to finally
be positioned in twos or threes on artificial
mounds which probably constituted the basic
production unit. The placement of the kilns
began from an apparent tradition of kilns being
located on river banks, probably because the
river was the main artery of communication and
trade, in addition to supplying water and other
raw materials for the industry. For a long period
of time in the industry there was no apparent
shift from this practice in principle even though
space problems forced the kilns to be built away
from the actual terrace embankment. Most of
the Ban Ko Noi kiln field extends for over three
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kilometers in a 200 metre strip each side of the
river, the exception being at Wat Don Lan where
the kilns occupy flat land in a line leading away
from a natural watercourse” (Hein 1986).

Reference to one stratigraphic context at Ban Ko
Noi, where eleven kilns are stacked in strati-
graphic succession, will help illustrate the time
scale. The first (lowest), which was abandoned
after it aged into poor condition, was an in-ground
bank kiln. Later a surface kiln was built above
the bank kiln. When it aged, it was thrown down
and another built using the old one as a foundation.
The process continued until a huge mound existed,
containing the eleven kilns one above the other
and representing about five hundred years of time.
This is the kind of evidence previous researchers
did not have available in assessing the significance
of these sites. What can be seen on the surface at
Sisatchanalai, and probably any site, represents a
very small part of its history. In every large mound
at Ban Ko Noi there are probably twenty to thirty
kilns. Parts of many surface kilns lie isolated and
buried, with nothing on the surface to indicate
their presence (Hein 1986).

Chronologically, at this site in-ground kilns
dug into the terrace banks on both sides of the
Yom River occurred first. River bank in-ground
kilns become inoperable because the soil into
which they are placed cannot be rehabilitated.
The ever changing course of the river and erosion
also create problems for this type kiln
constructed on the river embankment. As space
became limited—indicated by observation—it
seems that the kilns moved inland. Once away
from the cliff-like setting the kiln construction
process required digging a hole deep and wide
enough for the potter to stand and then tunneling
into the earth in the same manner as at the river
bank. Because there are hundreds of these type
kilns in this area, it is difficult to find any place
in the kiln fields where they do not exist. Keep
in mind the probable date for these kilns is late
ninth to early tenth century, and they operated
for literally hundreds of years.

From the in-ground bank kilns to the
in-ground surface kilns the kiln construction
seems to develop toward the above-ground brick
kilns that appear in the sixteenth century. There
is no evidence currently available that points to

Fig. 5 In-ground and early surface kilns (Hein 1989)

an interim. It appears that there are 600 con-
secutive years of kiln operation in this area.
Investigation and stratigraphicity of the kilns
indicate a continuum of pottery production. Since
the surface kilns of the same type are similar in
shape, size and form, archaeologists believe that
they developed naturally from the in-ground
type. Such development as kiln structure, pottery
processes, form decoration and firing procedures,
appear to be gradual with no drastic interference.

An enormous amount of work is yet to be
accomplished, however, both in additional
excavations of the surrounding areas and in
classification and dating of the data. It is safe to
say that today not even half of the story has
been uncovered or told:

Unfortunately, insufficient excavation has been
done at Sisatchanalai to provide a satisfactory
definition of that site. Many areas containing
kilns and other features have yet to be studied
and their significance can only be guessed. What
is evident now is that the kilns and related
infrastructure at Sisatchanalai cover a very large
area, extending about ten kilometers each side of
the river Yom from the old city almost to the
modern town of Sisatchanalai (Hein 1988:8-18).

Local Interest—Redevelopment

Viewing the site in 1986 Thais, Australians, and
an American dug side by side. Initially, the Thai
workers viewed the excavations simply as a
means for providing food and clothing for their
families. Though the immediate economy
maintained basic necessities, it did not give rise
to progress or expansion. The initial income
generated by the archaeological project increased
the village economy greatly. The temporary
nature of the project, however, did not encourage
great development or long term effects. Slowly,
Thai awareness of the historical significance and
its implications emerged. As curiosity emerged
about the ancient artifacts, common place on the
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