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In the "epistle dedicatory" of his new, two-volume book, Du 
Royaume de Siam, Simon de La Loubere wrote to the marquis de 
Seignelay: 

It was by the orders, which I had the honour to receive 
from the king upon leaving [Versailles] for my voyage to 
Siam, that I observed in that country, as exactly as 
possible, all that appeared to be the most singular; and 
at my return I awaited fresh orders from you before 
deciding upon what form I would give to the observa
tions that! made. I hope, Monseigneur, that [the results] 
please you.2 

Whether or not the overworked minister of the Marine ever saw 
La Loubere's finished tomes, if only in manuscript, is impossible 
to say, for he died suddenly in 1690, a year before their publica
tion. Nevertheless, the book was received enthusiastically by 
other contemporaries who heaped praise upon its author. "Your 
observations are so exact, so accurate," lauded the abbe de 
Dangeau at La Loubere's reception into the Academie franr;aise in 
August 1693, an honor the former envoy had coveted for some 
time, 

that whoever reads your work with close attention, will 
learn many things long ignored, and will understand 
perfectly the religion, the government, [and] the mores 
of ... nations that are separated from us by so many seas 
... We will profit from it, Monsieur ... 3 

Another French scholar, Daniel Larroque, also extolled the book 
as singular and "more curious than any we have seen up to now, 
because it is a kind of natural history of that country," and not 
just another travel narrative.4 Gottfried Leibnitz, the noted 
German savant, with whom La Loubere had corresponded 
regularly since 1680, and to whom he had sent a copy of his 
account as soon as it had appeared in print,5 was equally 
effusive in his praise. 6 Esteeming his French colleague as "one of 
the most knowledgeable and able men of these times,"7 Leibnitz 
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criticized the relations of other travellers for reporting only 
superficialities dressed-up with "exterior prettyness." By con
trast, "you have given us solid truths and research of great 
consequence. "8 

What these seventeenth century readers found so significant 
about La Loubere's new book-a significance made more ap
parent by historical hindsight-was his effort to move beyond 
a simple description of prices, products or cultural exotica 
common to so many travelogues of the day, and to attempt an 
understanding of the anthropological underpinnings of Siamese 
society. This appealed not only to a contemporary European 
audience, whose perceptions of the non-western, non-Chris
tian world already had begun to change as a result of extensive 
contact with foreign civilizations, but also to the philosophes of 
the next century, who used such travel literature to blast apart 
old preconceptions about European society itself. Thus, in a 
vital way Simon de La Loubere contributed to a vibrant literary 
tradition, inspired and perpetuated to a large part by an elite 
cadre of diplomats-including William ofRubruck, Ghiselin de 
Busbecq, Sir George Sansom and W. A. R. Wood9-whose 
accounts of the countries in which they served were at once 
intelligent, sensitive and influential. 

Nor did the impact of La Loubere's book diminish over time, 
though it enjoyed only five printings.1° For even after his death 
in 1729 atthe age of eighty-seven, praise was still being lavished 
on his account as the "most appropriate model for works of this 
genre ... "11 " ••• [There] are very few relations," eulogized Jean
Baptiste Mirabaud, chancellor of the Academie franr;aise, 

that can stand next to that which he gave us of the 
kingdom of Siam. Geography, natural philosophy, reli
gion, government, daily employments, all are treated in 
a manner that satisfies the most curious and demanding 
readerP 

Claude Gras de Boze, historian of the Academie royale des inscrip
tions et belles-lettres, agreed with this assessment, admiring in 
particular what the late La Loubere had accomplished despite 
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the brevity of his stay in Siam-a "trimester worth more than 
any fame," Leibnitz had declared in 1692_13 "In an interval 
lasting only three months," wrote Gros de Boze, 

he collected information on the history and physical 
nature of this country, on the origin, language, employ
ments, mores, industry and religion of its inhabitants, 
which is so exact, that the relation he published on his 
return [to France], even though preceded by three or 
four others, was regarded as unique.14 

Curiously, despite the relative renown that La Loubere 
gained from the publication of his book, his biography is 
sketchy.15 Born into a distinguished parlementaire (i.e., judicial) 
family of Toulouse in 1642, he showed an early interest in 
literature and science that was encouraged by his father, 
Amauld-a magistrate and man of letters-and by his paternal 
uncle, Antoine, a Jesuit priest noted for his own work in math
ematics and geometry. As a young adult he moved to Paris, 
where he participated actively in the literary circles of the day, 
making a number of influential contacts. His public career 
began soon after with his appointment in 1672 as secretary to the 
baron de Saint-Romain, the French ambassador to Switzerland, 
followed by other postings to Strasbourg and Hanover in 1678 
and 1679 respectively. Apparently, La Loubere's success in 
these three commissions, combined with patronage at court, 
won him the appointment as Louis XIV's envoy extraordinary 
to Siam in 1687. 

The goal of this new mission was to negotiate a political 
alliance with that Asian kingdom in fulfillment of a long
established foreign policy. Ever since 1664, when Jean-Baptiste 
Colbert had chartered the Compagnie des Indes Orientales with 
royal backing, the Bourbon Crown had been seeking ways to 
establish France as a great commercial, political and military 
power in the Far East, in direct challenge to Dutch hegemony. 
First efforts to realize this goal by colonizing Madagascar had 
failed in the 1660s, however, followed by the humiliating defeat 
in 1674 of the sieur de LaHaye's "Persian squadron" by Dutch 
forces.16 Subsequently, French attention had shifted to the stra
tegic kingdom of Siam, whose monarch, Phra Narai, already 
had made some tentative steps toward opening diplomatic 
relations with the Sun King as a counterpoise to the threat of 
Dutch encroachment.17Meantime, French policy had received a 
further incentive in the form of assurances from the Apostolic 
fathers of the Missions Etrangeres (active in Siam since 1662) that 
the Asian monarch was ready to convert to Christianity, having 
misinterpreted-or perhaps misrepresented-his generosity 
toward them as a sign of his desire to embrace their faith. 

Encouraged by these prospects for success, Louis XIV dis
patched two embassies to Southeast Asia from France. The first, 
led by the chevalier de Chaumont in 1685,18 failed to achieve the 
conversion of Phra Narai as anticipated, though two treaties · 
were signed giving extensive trade privileges to the French 
Compagnie des Indes Orientales, and protection to Siamese con
verts to Catholicism. The second legation, headed by La Loubere 
in 1687,19 was sent ostensibly to strengthen these ties by con-
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eluding a firm alliance. But the real goal probably was to gain 
ascendancy over Siam, using the 636 soldiers sent out with the 
ambassador as an initial holding force. This embassy, too, failed 
to achieve its objectives. A new commercial treaty was negoti
ated, though under very trying conditions. Meanwhile, the 
steady growth of strong anti-French sentiment at the Siamese 
court over the foreign military occupation of Bangkok and the 
port of Mergui on the Bay of Bengal did not bode well for the 
future. In fact, within six months of La Loubere's departure for 
France in January 1688, Siam exploded in a bloody revolution 
that toppled Phra Narai's dynasty from the throne, overthrew 
the French garrison and closed the kingdom to Europeans, 
except for a single Dutch trading post. 20 By the time news of the 
disaster had reached Europe, Louis XIV was engaged heavily in 
a new war with his continental enemies and was in no position 
to respond. French contact with Siam thus ended abruptly for 
the next 150 years. 

Despite the ultimate failure of his embassy, Simon de La 
Loubere produced a remarkable book on his return to Europe, 
a masterpiece of travel literature as highly valued today as it 
was admired in 1691. One of the many elements that make 
modem Thailand unique among other Asian nations is that 
most of what is known of its history in the late sixteenth, 
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries is preserved only in 
contemporary European sources, the Siamese archives having 
been destroyed with the former royal capital of Ayudhya in 
1767byinvading Burmese armies. Ofthesesources, La Loubere's 
Du Royaumede Siam is considered to be the best. David K. Wyatt, 
an American specialist of Thai history, describes the book as "a 
lucid, comprehensive, and extremely accurate account of the 
life and civilization of Ayutthaya in the seventeenth century:" 

The information with which [La Loubere] provides us, 
whether of physical geography, manners and customs, 
political and social structure, or religion and adminis
tration, remains extremely useful to our understanding 
of Thai culture and society. Nearly three centuries have 
passed since he wrote, yet much of what he saw ... is still 
to be seen in Thai villages, monasteries, and homes.21 

A recent French editor of the work adds further that one must 
"render homage to the efforts of La Loubere to maintain his 
impartiality, objectivity and prudence in making final judg
ments while writing the book."22 

Indeed, this quality of fairness is a salient feature of the two 
volumes, the author having endeavoured conscientiously to 
maintain a balanced view of his subject. No doubt his efforts 
here were aided by the significant fact that he approached Siam 
from the broad perspective of a writer and diplomat, rather than 
the much narrower focus of a merchant, soldier or cleric. More
over, his account is free of the bitterness one might have ex
pected, given the disappointments of his embassy to which few 
references are made, except to illustrate particular points from 
personal experience. As well, the book is largely unaffected by 
cultural or racial prejudice often found in other travelogues of 
the period. Only in matters of religion, warfare, science and 
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technology does La Loubere betray a Christian European sense 
of superiority; yet, even in these matters he did not dismiss the 
Siamese as inferior or simply primitive. Rather, he explained 
their apparent "backwardness" according to contemporary no
tions of anthropology, geography and even rudimentary sociol
ogy, which gives still greater dimension to his analysis. As a 
result, his portrayal of Siam is not only sensitive and sympa
thetic, but it also reveals almost as much about seventeenth 
century European mentality and habits as it does about the 
Siamese people and their kingdom. 

In his introduction, La Loubere outlined his method in 
scholarly consideration of his audience. He developed his text 
by stages, he wrote, in order that 

the farther the Reader shall advance in the perusal of the 
work, the more he will find it worthy of Curiosity; by 
reason thattheNatureand Genius of the Siameses, which 
I have every where endeavoured to penetrate into, will 
be discovered more and more.23 

He also consulted the relations of previous visitors to the east 
with w}:tom his readers already were familiar. Fernao Mendes 
Pinto/4 Jeremias van Vliet25 and Nicolas Gervaise26-all of 
whom had spent time in Siam-are cited frequently in the text, 
as are Joao de Barros,27 Fran<;ois Pyrard/8 Sir Thomas Herbert/9 

Father Navarete30 and Fran<;ois Bernier.31 Thirty-seven contem
porary and near-contemporary writers are quoted in totai.32 La 
Loubere even drew upon classical authors, such as Aelian, 
Ptolemy and Strabo, to strengthen his work with still-accepted 
authorities.33 Such preliminary research was essential, he ob
served, having "supplied the defect of a longer residence, and 
has made me to remark and understand in the three months I 
was at Siam, what I could not perhaps have understood or 
remark'd in three Years ... "34 For similar reasons, he devoted the 
entire second volume of his book to various moral, mathemati
cal, astronomical and historical texts obtained from India, China 
and Siam, because "it seems to me that the Comparison of the 
things of Neighbouring Countries with each other, does greatly 
illustrate them."35 

Yet, at the same time La Loubere applied to these sources a 
very critical eye, being particularly careful to warn his readers 
against the hidden snares in contemporary travel literature. For 
example, he remarked that the use of adjectives, such as good, 
ugly, magnificent and so on, already "equivocal in themselves, 
must always be understood with reference to the Phantasie [i.e., 
the culture and individual perspective] of the Author of the 
Relation," for the natural tendency is to evaluate unfamiliar 
things by comparison to what is known at home.36 And even 
then, what was habitual to a Portuguese was not necessarily so 
to a Frenchman. Consequently, such words should be seen as 
culturally charged, relative terms only and never as absolutes. 
"Another defect in Relations," he noted, was the inaccurate 
rendering of foreign labels or expressions by translators who 
disregarded cultural significance when selecting European 
equivalents-or as La Loubere put it, "when the same Words 
and the same Ideas are transferred from one to the other."37 This 

practice distorted meanings as grossly as the contemporary 
travel writer's other bad habit of judging unfamiliar societies on 
the basis of a few traits only, according to what seemed "either 
extravagant or admirable." The false impressions created by 
such careless approaches to translation and observation would 
disappear, he argued, if translators were more sensitive to the 
cultural nuances of native appellations, and if foreign civiliza
tions were viewed comprehensively, not piecemeal, because 
that would reveal "that there is not in any place anything 
marvelous or extravagant."38 

La Loubere divided the first volume of his text into three 
parts-copiously illustrated with maps, drawings and dia
grams of people, places and things-reserving the second vol
ume for supporting documentation.39 Part I deals with "the 
Country of Siam, its Extent, Fertility, and the qualities of its Soil 
and Climate,"40 broadly describing the kingdom's physical ge
ography, territorial boundaries, water courses, agriculture, sea
sonal changes, natural resources and centers of population. Part 
II attempts to "explain the manners of the Siameses in general, 
and then their particular Customs according to their various 
Qualities."41 Here are found details on the physiognomy of the 
people; their dress, attitudes and character; their houses, fur
nishings and means of travel; their diversions and daily activi
ties; their notions of education, marriage and community; and 
finally their skill in medicine, science, music and the plastic arts. 
Part III, concerning "The Manners of the Siameses according to 
their several conditions," scrutinizes the structure of Siamese 
society, its hierarchy, government, laws, social relations and 
administration. In the third part the religious establishment also 
is examined, with extensive discussion of Buddhist history, 
theology and morality. 

Like so many other Asian kingdoms, observed La Loubere, 
Siam was familiar to western travellers only from its coasts, 
chief waterways, major cities and ports, "which some report to 
be the best in all India ... "42 Otherwise, detailed information was 
scanty, the Siamese having made no effort even to map their 
country, perhaps fearing that such valuable intelligence might 
fall into the hands of would-be invaders.43 The history of the 
kingdom and its people was equally obscure, "the Books thereof 
[being] very scarce, by reason the Siameses have not the use of 
Printing," despite having borrowed so much else from neigh
boring China. As for those few "chronological Abridgements" 
that did exist, the former envoy dismissed them as "dry and 
insipid" and more "full of Fables" than reliable facts.44 

His purpose, therefore, was to correct the prevailing dearth 
of knowledge by writing a comprehensive treatment of Siam 
that would satisfy the interest of a receptive European audience, 
which already was acutely aware of the world around it and 
was imbued as never before with an anthropological curiosity 
about foreign, non-Christian societies-a curiosity fuelled by 
the enormous body of contemporary travel literature that "con
tinued to swell till it overflowed all reasonable limits,"45 and 
complemented by both a growing sophistication of analysis and 
a declining sense of ethnocentrism. Thus, La Loubere's work 
does far more than simply reflect the mood and mentality of his 
readership; it also mirrors the late seventeenth century intellec-
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tual revolution-identified by Paul Hazard in his book, The 
European Mind-which was sparked to a large degree by Euro
peans looking eastward and discovering there "a vast agglom
eration of non-Christian values, [and] a huge block of humanity 
which had constructed its moral system, its concept of truth, on 
lines peculiarly its own."46 Compelled to reconsider the funda
mental concepts of the western world "as a result of the condi
tions in which [these same ideals] were seen to operate in far-off 
countries," articulate Europeans recognized that they no longer 
could take their old perceptions for granted.47 Instead, noted 
Hazard: 

Practices deemed [formerly] to be based on reason were 
found to be mere matters of custom, and, inversely, 
certain habits which, at a distance, had appeared pre
posterous and absurd, took on an apparently logical 
aspect once they were examined in the light of their 
origin and local circumstances.48 

Or, as La Loubere observed more simply, "so true it is that the 
Phantasies [i.e., social tastes and perspectives], even they which 
seem to be most natural, do greatly consist in Custom. "49 Hence, 
"difference," not "superiority" was becoming the emphasis of 
the day, which represented "a striking psychological readjust
ment" in the European mind. 5° 

This change of perspective is what lends so much signifi
cance to La Loubere's book; it helps also to explain the remark
able fairness of his judgments, as well as his depth of analysis, 
sensitivity to Asian conditions and willingness to accept most 
indigenous practices on native terms, however peculiar or 
strange they first may have appeared. For example, La Loubere 
used what he knew of Asian linguistics and demography to 
trace the ethnic origins of the Siamese.51 Like so many other 
cultures in Asia, he noted, the people of Siam spoke two lan
guages-the "Vulgar" and a second "dead" tongue, called "Bailie" 
(or Pali, the language of the Theravada Buddhist scriptures 
used primarily by monks in the writing of law and religion),52 
which European missionaries had traced to India and ulti
mately to Ceylon, the birthplace also of Buddhism. These fac
tors alone indicated that the Siamese people "are near of the 
same Genius with their Neighbours."53 But the former envoy 
hypothesized still further, suggesting that to escape political 
turbulence elsewhere ("the Crowns of Asia [being] always in
stable"), various peoples had migrated to Siam where they had 
intermarried. Consequently, Siamese blood was "very much 
mixed with foreign,"54 a phenomenon evinced in his own day, 
he believed, by the physiognomy of the people in comparison 
with other Asians, and the existence of twenty-one separate 
foreign communities, long-established in the suburbs around 
Ayudhya.55 

Whatever questions one might raise about the ultimate 
accuracy of La Loubere's analysis, what really matters here is 
the way he blended empirical evidence gathered from observa
tion with thoughtful reflection, using an almost scientific method 
to reach his conclusions. This approach is similarly evident in 
his treatment of other themes, such as the nature and extent of 
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Phra Narai's royal authority, a topic of obvious interest to the 
subjects of Louis XIV. Portrayed outwardly as an autocrat who 
ruled through fear and mistrust (since "despotick Authority is 
almost destitute of [other] defence") ,56 the king of Siam held the 
power of life and death over his subjects, whom he tortured or 
executed "without any formality of Justice, and by the hand of 
whom he pleases ... "57 But he was nevertheless a responsible 
monarch who knew his duty well, having once observed to La 
Loubere's deep admiration that good kingship was not "in
spired" (i.e., natural) in a prince, and that from his "great 
Experience and Reading he perceived that he was not yet perfect 
in understanding it."58 Nor was his justice as arbitrary as at first 
appeared. Punishments, though cruel, usually fitted the crime 
and carried no lingering stigma of disgrace as in Europe,59 being 
looked upon as proof of the king's "paternal care" for his 
subjects.60 Equally striking was that a criminal's immediate 
superior shared his sentence "by reason that . . . having the 
power to correct him, he ought [also] to answer for his con
duct."61 Thus the yoke of autocratic authority fell most heavily 
across the shoulders of court nobles and other men of rank, 
whose "Ambition in this Country leads to Slavery." Meanwhile, 
"Liberty, and other Enjoyments of Life are for the vulgar condi
tions,"62 a point not lost on the philosophes of the next century, 
who would use such examples to fashion their own version of 
Enlightened European Despotism. 

Still more revealing of cultural differences are the direct 
contrasts La Loubere drew between native and western cus
toms, often to the discredit of Europe. Remarking on native 
hygiene and dress, for example, the former envoy wrote that the 
Siamese bathed regularly, cleaned their teeth and washed their 
hair, which they anointed with scented oil "as the Spaniards do," 
before combing it carefully, "which most of the Spaniards do 
not."63 And although they wore almost no clothing, "so great a 
Nudity renders them not immodest." On the contrary, the 
Siamese were so scrupulous about revealing parts of the body 
"which Custom obliges them to conceal," that whenever the 
French soldiers went bathing, "'twas necessary to give [them] 
some pagnes [i.e. panungs, or swaddling loincloths] to wash in, 
to remove the Complaints which these People make, of seeing 
them all go naked into the River."64 "[This] proves, in my 
opinion," reflected La Loubere, "that the simplicity of Manners, 
as well as the heat, is the cause of the Nakedness of the Siameses," 
who were surprised in their turn by the numerous layers of 
clothing worn by Europeans. Particularly baffling to them was 
the overly abundant garb of French ladies-an excess "abso
lutely contemn'd ... as too intricate and troublesome for the 
Husband that would pull it off from his Wife": 

... I have since consider'd [mused La Loubere], that [the 
Siamese] imagin'd perhaps that our Wives lay in their 
Cloathes, like theirs, which would doubtless be very 
troublesome. 65 

Equally inscrutable was the European use of cosmetics. It was 
customary in Siam to chew betel nut (just as some westerners 
chewed tobacco), which blackened the teeth and stained the lips 
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a blotchy red, though both were considered a sign of beauty. 
Consequently, when the natives saw "in the Pictures of our 
Ladies" the rich vermilion coloring of the lips, they were im
pressed, concluding erroneously "that we must needs have in 
France, better Betel than theirs!"66 

Such cultural differences, though amusing, were largely 
superficial. Far more evocative were La Loubere's thoughtful 
comments on the character and intellect of the Siamese, and the 
searing criticisms these implied of the hypocrisy and inhuman
ity of contemporary European society. This critique was espe
cially evident in his description of the Siamese as an honest, 
courteous and imperturbable people, both "plain in their Hab
its" and "Rich in a general Poverty, because they know how to 
content themselves with a little, "67 unlike the materialistic west
erner. And if they were sometimes guilty of minor faults, such 
as timidity and occasional lying, real "Vices are detestable 
amongst them, and they excuse them not as witty conceits, nor 
as sublimity of mind"68-La Loubere's implication being that 
Europeans did. And despite their paganism, the social blem
ishes of divorce and beggary-so common in the west, where 
the Christian virtues of marital fidelity and charity were sup
posed to operate-were seen rarely in Siam,69 where family life 
was close and loving/0 and relatives "charitably maintain those 
that cannot maintain themselves out of their Estate or Labour. "71 

Even their Children were physically better proportioned than 
French offspring, which the former envoy attributed "to their 
not swadling in their Infancy;" whereas 

The care that we take to form the Shape of our Children, 
is not always so successful, as the liberty that they leave 
to Nature to proceed in forming theirs.72 

In each of these comments, one almost can hear the rumblings 
of Voltaire, Montesquieu and a host of later philosophes. 

La Loubere was well aware, of course, that there were many 
negative aspects of Siamese society-a society in which slavery 
was practised widely and "servitude was the reward of Ingenu
ity."73 Yet, he was willing to forgive and justify much. He 
deplored, for instance, the intellectual backwardness, coward
liness and sheer superstitiousness of the Siamese people, whom 
he declared to be "utterly ignorant" of the sciences at which 
Europeans excelled and inclined "to imagine Wonders," despite 
their being intelligent, rational and quick to learn. Their as
tronomy, he charged, was both rudimentary and inexact, while 
their knowledge of medicine and biology was primitive even by 
contemporary western standards. As well, he noted, their facil
ity in such technical fields as metallurgy, mechanics and fortifi
cation was so inferior that Phra Narai already had begun to rely 
upon European expertise to supply the deficiencies.74 "But it 
must be confessed for their excuse," the Frenchman added 
swiftly, disarming his own criticisms, "that all application of 
Mind is so laborious in a Climate so hot as theirs, ... that the very 
Europeans could hardly study there, what desire soever they 
might have thereto. "75 

La Loubere was similarly evenhanded when describing 
what he perceived as a singular lack of martial spirit among his 

late Asian hosts, and their apparent faintheartedness when 
confronted with force-the presence of a strong warrior mental
ity, backed by skill at arms and a powerful military establish
ment, being one of the principal yardsticks used by contempo
rary westerners to gauge the sophistication of non-European 
societies against their own. "The Sight of a naked Sword is 
sufficient to put an hundred Siameses to flight," he scoffed, 
adding with an air of cultural, even racial superiority that 

... there needs only the assured Tone of an European, 
that wears a Sword at his side, or a Cane in his hand, to 
make them forget the most express Orders of their 
Superiors.76 

Nevertheless, the former envoy could not help but admire "the 
Constancy [i.e., bravery] with which it is reported that the 
Siameses do undergo" the savage punishments that they fre
quently were subjected to under native law and custom. That 
kind of fortitude, he confessed, was almost "incredible in per
sons who express so little Courage in War."77 As for Siamese 
superstitiousness, manifested by such things as their faith in 
lucky and unlucky days, La Loubere had only to remind his 
readers that this "Folly [also] ... is perhaps too much tolerated 
amongst Christians; witness the Almanac of Milan, to which so 
many persons do now give such blind belief."78 And he turned 
the same criticism against those Catholic priests working among 
the Siamese, who had refused to interpret the latter's Buddhist 
religion and rituals to him, sneering that they "look'd upon these 
things with Horror, as Witchcraft and Compacts with the De
mon, altho' it be very possible that they are only Fooleries full of 
Credulity and Ignorance."79 

Just like any other European of his day, the former envoy had 
been imbued deeply since infancy with an unshakable belief 
that Christianity, and specifically Catholic Christianity, was the 
only true faith. But rather than dismiss Buddhism summarily 
out of hand as the quotation above seems to suggest, he at
tempted to understand and explain in detail its characteristics 
and underlying precepts within the Asian context, though in the 
final analysis his comprehension was imperfect. Hampered by 
a lack of time during his embassy, the inadequacies of his 
printed sources (most of which described the faith as it was 
observed in India or China, rather than Siam),80 and the dense 
filter of his own Christian bias, he was prevented from penetrat
ing beneath the surface of Buddhism to reach a more subtle 
appreciation of its essential concepts and moral philosophy. 
Certainly he seems to have had no knowledge of either the Four 
Noble Truths upon which the religion was founded, or the 
Eightfold Path to Enlightenment, which consists of right view, 
right thought, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right 
effort, right mindedness and right concentration. 

Instead, La Loubere focused on the exterior features of 
Siamese Buddhism that appeared to have Christian parallels, in 
addition to those doctrines-such as the nature of heaven and 
hell, the concept of sin and the eternity of the world-that were 
of greatest interest and accessibility to his European audience. 
He described at length, for example, the hierarchical organiza-
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tion, dress, housing and training of the "talapoins" or monks of 
whose rigorous life-style he seems to have approved-with the 
intention, perhaps, of drawing an implicit contrast with the 
licentious behavior of some Catholic clergy, whose bad conduct 
periodically scandalized European society. Yet, because of his 
western outlook, the former envoy did not understand the full 
significance of certain aspects of the monks' daily routine which 
consisted, he thought, of preserving themselves from sin while 
leading "a penitent Life for the Sins of those that bestow Alms 
upon them, and to live on Alms. "81 This was an essentially 
Christian concept of monastic duty. La Loubere had simply 
failed to grasp the larger Asian view that by practising the 
ethical precepts of the faith, meditating regularly and aspiring 
to purity of character, the monks were a living example to their 
people, who looked upon them as moral leaders. Furthermore, 
by accepting charity from the laity, the "talapoins" afforded 
them an opportunity to practise the householder's virtue of 
giving, the performance of good deeds being the basic condition 
formoralimprovementinaccordancewith the Eightfold Path to 
Enlightenment. 

More successful, however, was the former envoy's represen
tation of the Buddhist concept of the human soul (which he 
defined as a material substance inhabiting the human form, but 
without being "physically united with the Body, to make one 
with it") and its transmigrations through successive existences. 
This continuous pattern of rebirth, he explained, was a form of 
penance "to extirpate . . . Sins by . . . Sufferings, because that 
indeed there is no kind of Life which has not its Troubles. "82 

Hence the soul's "perpetual necessity of animating Bodies, and 
of passing from one to another" until, having reached the state 
of "Nireupan" (i.e., Nirvana, the extinction of individuality and 
absorption into the supreme spirit), it "disappears, they say, like 
a Spark, which is lost in the Air. "83 In addition, though he did not 
know the name for it, La Loubere clearly understood that these 
transmigrations were governed by the Buddhist concept of 
karma-the universal causality and law of deeds-which deter
mined a person's fate in his next life by the sum of his actions in 
one of his successive states of existence. Or, as the Frenchman 
put it more simply, the Siamese 

... attribute this distributive Justice to a blind Fatality. So 
that according to them, 'tis the Fatality which makes the 
Soul to pass from one state to a better or a worse, and 
which retains them more or less proportionably to their 
good or bad works.84 

Ultimately, however, La Loubere rejected Siamese Bud
dhism as little more than "a Texture of Fables. "85 And although 
he seems to have approved of its underlying moral teachings to 
kill nothing, steal nothing, commit no "impurity", tell no lies and 
"drink no intoxicating Liquor"86-probably because these corre
sponded to basic Christian virtues-he could not accept a 
doctrine that contained "no Idea of a Divinity ... being far from 
acknowledging a God Creator." For this was fundamental to his 
own system of belief. By the same token, he doubted that the 
historical Buddha ever existed, there being "no reasonable [i.e., 
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written] memory of him" comparable to the life of Jesus Christ 
as preserved in the Christian Bible, apart from a few texts replete 
with what he dismissed as inconsistencies, contradictions and 
"gross Ignorance. "87 Thus, he wrote, "we ought rather to call [the 
Siamese] Atheists than Idolaters."88 The former envoy even 
criticized the kingdom's toleration of other religions, not be
cause he disagreed with the idea in principle, but because he 
considered the principle naive. For "by approving that other 
People have each their worship, [the Siamese] comprehend not 
that some would exterminate theirs"89-a thinly veiled refer
ence to the Jesuit priests and Apostolic fathers of the Missions 
Etrangeres who were trying even then to convert the realm to the 
Roman faith. 

Harsh as his final judgment of Buddhism was, however, La 
Loubere was fully aware of the religion's profound cultural 
significance to the Siamese, and he even accorded its ancient 
"legislators" (i.e., Buddha and his later disciples) "the merit of 
having known before the Greeks some Intelligent Beings supe
rior to [mortal] man, and the Immortality of the Soul." For that 
reason alone, he asked: 

Why should we not praise the Legislators of the east, as 
well as the Greek Legislators [so ad:inired by Christian 
Europeans], for that they have applied themselves to 
inspire into the People, what to them has appeared most 
virtuous, and most proper to keep them in Peace and 
Innocence?90 

Besides, he observed, Buddhist doctrine "comforts men in the 
Misfortunes of Life, and fortifies them against the Horrors of 
Death," even if it was erroneous by Christian standards.91 Such 
an enlightened evaluation, if not acceptance, of a pagan faith 
would be difficult to find elsewhere in Europe, even among the 
most forward-looking thinkers of his day. 

Consequently, La LouberecouldnotblamehisformerSiamese 
hosts for believing blindly in what he viewed as a collection of 
"Fables, which a long succession of Ages full of Ignorance has 
invented upon their Account .... "92 But if they were to be 
converted to Christianity it was essential, he warned, "that the 
Missionaries, which preach the Gospel in the East, do perfectly 
understand the Manners and Belief of these People" first.93 They 
also must speak respectfully of Asian religious figures and their 
learning at all times, the more effectively "to insinuate, that 
being men, they are deceived in several things important to the 
eternal Salvation of Mankind, and principally in that they have 
not known the Creator."94 Only then should the missionary 
fathers-"who have not the gift of Miracles" to aid them-begin 
to reveal Christian truth cautiously to the Siamese "for their 
better understanding," starting with "the Existence of God the 
Creator."95 This first lesson was essential, for "as they acknowl
edge no Author of the Universe, so they acknowledge no first 
Legislator. "96 "But in my opinion," continued the former envoy, 

it is one of the most important Articles of the conduct of 
the Missionaries, to accommodate themselves entirely 
to the simplicity of the Manners of the Orientals, in their 
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Food, Furniture, Lodging, and whatever the Rules of the 
Talapoins prescribe, wherein they have nothing contrary 
to Christianity.97 

whereof we flatter ourselves, perhaps to no purpose, that neces
sity was the Mother [of our invention]"99-a significant admis
sion by a man trained in science, who lived in a burgeoning age 
of Reason. 

And he cited the example of Robert Nobill, S. J., who had 
adopted the customs of the Brahmins in India to preach the 
Roman faith more successfully. But if after all of these efforts, 
the former envoy concluded, "the beauty of Christianity [still] 
has not convinc' d" the Siamese to accept the faith, the Europeans 
would have only themselves to blame "by reason of the bad 
opinion, which the Avarice, Treachery, Invasions, and Tyranny 
of the Portugueses, and some Christians in the Indies, have 
implanted and rivetted in them," not to mention "the bloody 
Madness of our Wars."9B 

In his book, New Worlds, Ancient Texts, Anthony Grafton 
writes that the intellectual who sets out to describe another 
culture must make some essential "strategic and tactical deci
sions" about approaches to be taken, topics to be discussed and 
the literary form to be adopted. "In each of these decisions, 
models matter."100 This clearly was understood by Simon de La 
Loubere, who not only had made conscious choices of approach 
and content in writing his account, but who also had consulted 
widely the relations of other travellers to Siam before casting his 
own. Moreover, he advocated the use of such examples in the 
pursuit of knowledge on the principle that "as to what concerns 
the Description of a Country, we cannot have too many Rela
tions, if we would perfectly know it: the last always illustrating 
the former. "101 Ultimately, in the process of composing his work, 
he provided a new model for others to follow that rarely has 
been surpassed for its quality or comprehensiveness. But per
haps his greatest achievement-acknowledged even by con
temporaries such as Leibnitz, Mirabaud and Gros de Boze-
was giving his remarkable book a rare quality of timelessness 
that, according to David K. Wyatt, "serves to provide us with the 
essential sense of continuity of past and present which so 
vibrantly characterizes Thailand yesterday and today."102 

Clearly, La Loubere respected the culture, religion and char
acter of Siamese people whose moods, he wrote, "are as calm as 
their Heaven, which changes only twice a year and insensibly." 
And if they seemed "invincibly lazy" by European standards, it 
was because of a debilitating climate and a social outlook that 
placed no merit in action, in the strong belief that it was 
unnatural that labor and its pains "should be the Fruite and 
Reward of Virtue." This was the essential difference between 
their culture and his. For having "the good Fortune to be born 
Philosophers," reflected the former French envoy, the Siamese 
naturally showed no interest "at the wonders, which our inqui
etude has produced in the discovery of so many different Arts, 
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Journal of the Siam Society Vol. 82, Pt. 2 (1994) 



164 

63. Ibid., 29; 190. One also sees the force of 
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