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ABSTRACT

The author’s principal research has mainly been in the field
of Southeast Asian prehistoric archaeology rather than art
history but one topic that has preoccupied me since I first
excavated between 1980—1985 at the site of Ban Don Ta Phet
in west-central Thailand is the relationships between the late
prehistoric Iron Age cultures of Southeast Asia and the Indi-
an influenced Buddhist and Hindu civilizations of the early
first millennium of the present era and especially the Dvara-
vati Civilization of Central Thailand which occupied the
same region as the late prehistoric Iron Age communities—
albeit after an interval of several hundred years.

INTRODUCTION

Connecting the Indian-influenced historic cultures of the ear-
ly to mid-1* millennium CE in Southeast Asia to their prehis-
toric antecedents has, despite decades of research, proved a
difficult task and I can think of no case more intractable than
the Dvaravati Culture of Thailand, which is traditionally dat-
ed to c. 600 — 1000 CE.> My own research has been more in
the field of Southeast Asian prehistoric archaeology rather
than in historical archaeology, but one topic that has preoccu-
pied me since I first excavated at the site of Ban Don Ta Phet
in west-central Thailand in 1980 is the relationship, or more
precisely, the lack of evidence for continuity between the late
prehistoric Iron Age cultures of Thailand and the Indian-
influenced Dvaravati tradition. Making connections between
the two has proved to be very difficult for a number of rea-
sons.

Sites of the late prehistoric, mainly iron-using, communi-
ties throughout most of Thailand are often marked by sub-
stantial cemeteries in which the dead were buried with a wide
variety of grave goods, including pottery, iron and bronze
weapons and ornaments, bronze containers and many person-
al ornaments made, for the most part, from glass and semi-
precious stones. In some areas, especially in the northeast,
settlements are identified by substantial mounds marking
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centuries of settled occupation with surrounding ditches or
moats; elsewhere settlements, in contrast to the burial
grounds, are more difficult to recognize.

Dvaravati sites, on the other hand, are recognized by the
remains of brick stupas and other religious buildings, and
some may have substantial surrounding walls and moats cov-
ering many hectares, but settlement areas have seldom been
investigated. In these sites inhumation burials are rare and the
few mentioned in reports such as at P’ong Tuk (Clarke 2009)
and at Dong Mae Nang Muang (Murphy and Pongkasetan
2010) are not yet linked with certainty to the period and cul-
ture of the Dvaravati monuments.

These problems come from the different research meth-
odologies used by field archaeologists and art historians, the
nature of the materials studied (pottery, metal finds, burials,
stratified settlement refuse) and the reliance on radiometric
dating methods on one hand, and standing monuments, sculp-
ture, stuccos, painting, inscriptions, and stylistic comparisons
on the other. This is, of course, to emphasize the differences
rather than the methods and approaches shared by prehistoric
and art historical archaeologists, and some, such as Phasook
Indrawooth, have tried to combine the methods of both disci-
plines in their research into Dvaravati.

What is meant by Dvaravati has been discussed in some
detail in a number of books (Dupont 1959; Quaritch-Wales
1969; Indrawooth 1985, 1999; Saraya 1999; Skilling 2003,
2009; Murphy and Pongkasetan 2010; Gallon et al. 2009) and
in the catalogue of a recent exhibition at the Musée Guimet
Paris (Baptiste and Zéphir 2009). Here, I will comment only
that the name, as it is used today, refers more to an art-
historical style than to a coherent culture, tradition or civiliza-
tion known from abundant material remains and historical
records such as the Han Civilization or even Angkorian Cam-
bodia. Indrawooth (1985, 2004) has described in some detail
with many illustrations what is known of Dvaravati and the
preceding cultures, including the history—the little that is
known—and Dvaravati’s external links, religions, and social
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organization; Recently, she takes a broader historical and
field-archaeological approach to the nature of Dvaravati cul-
ture than do most Dvaravati scholars (Indrawooth 2009:31-
45).

Even from the little that is known, it is clear from that
the Dvaravati period, however dated, marked a period of cul-
tural growth, social complexity and incipient urbanization
ranging from locations such as Thung Sethi in the upper pen-
insula, north to Nakhon Pathom, U-Thong and then across
the central plains into the Korat Plateau in the northeast. In
these areas substantial sites with concentrations of urban
dwellers, more advanced technologies and industries
emerged. These developments had been stimulated by a long
period of late prehistoric internal trade networks and the arri-
val of new concepts and materials through the Thai peninsula
sites such as Tha Chana and Khao Sam Khao on the eastern
coast, and Khuan Lukpad and Phu Khao Tong among many
others on the Andaman coast, where they were linked across
the Bay of Bengal to the emerging early historic polities and
the intellectual world of South Asia.

Dvaravati is properly regarded as the first historic culture
of present-day Thailand and has been roughly dated, mainly
by art historical comparisons with late and post-Gupta India,
to c. 600 — 1000 CE. There is also some very limited dating
evidence from palacography and occasional references in
Chinese sources to support this. However, it has been argued
(Barram 2003; Barram and Glover 2008), on the basis of
admittedly too few field excavations at early and pre-Indic-
influenced sites in Cambodia, Vietnam, Indonesia and Bur-
ma, that a revision of the dates for the first appearance of the
Dvaravati cultural tradition in Thailand, or even a re-
appraisal of what comprises Dvaravati, is long overdue.
Many of these recently excavated sites show that Indian cul-
tural influences were established in many other regions of
Southeast Asia well before the 7" century CE.

Despite our knowledge of the distribution of sites called
“Dvaravati,” several writers such as Chihara (1996:66) have
noted that “it is quite impossible to piece together a coherent
diachronic cultural history for the region in the period prior
to the political unification of present-day Thailand” and
Brown (1996:xxi) has also pointed out that:

Dvaravati is a culture that lasted some 400 years, from
the seventh through the tenth century C.E. It encom-
passed most of present-day Thailand and [while it] is
associated with extensive artistic and architectural re-
mains ... it is almost totally without a history. Not one
monument or art object is dated. There are no indigenous
texts associated with Dvaravati ... the only [other] writ-
ten information regarding the culture comes from some
brief references in Chinese histories.

In earlier articles (Barram 2003, Barram and Glover
2008), we observed that there have been too few systematic
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attempts to investigate and to date Dvaravati culture from the
results of careful sub-surface field archaeology, and, except-
ing the few radiocarbon dates published by Bronson (1976),
Watson and Loofs (1967), Welch and McNeill (1989) and
more recently at Keet-in, the dates obtained are generally
carlier than indicated by the art historical dating.’

Thus, most of the published radiocarbon dates associated
with Dvaravati cultural items tend to date to an earlier period.
The results from dated samples from well excavated contexts
obtained by Watson and Loofs in the course of their excava-
tions at U-Thong strongly suggested to us that many elements
of non-art and structures traditionally associated with Dvara-
vati, and especially the ceramics as described by Indrawooth
(1985), are aspects of Dvaravati Culture that should be
pushed back at least 200 years before the generally accepted
beginning date of around 600 CE.*

RECENT EXCAVATIONS IN CAMBODIA, VIETNAM,
MYANMAR AND JAVA

Dvaravati Culture, and especially its dating, given the paucity
of direct evidence from sites in Thailand, must also be under-
stood in the context of recent field investigations of early
Indian-influenced polities in Cambodia, Vietnam, Myanmar
and Indonesia, before considering the “new” evidence for
dating Dvaravati Culture at U-Thong.

Cambodia

Excavations at Angkor Borei in southeastern Cambodia by a
joint University of Hawai’i-Cambodian team show that occu-
pation of a typical pre-Angkorian Khmer culture in the an-
cient settlement starts no later than the 5™ or 4™ centuries CE
and overlies a cemetery with inhumation burials dated to
between c. 200 BCE-200 CE (Stark 2004:99). The newly
excavated late prehistoric site of Prohear in Pre Veng Prov-
ince (Reinecke et al. 2009) shows how widespread were the
external trade contacts of Cambodia at the beginning of Cam-
bodia’s incorporation into pan-Asian trading networks
around the beginning of the present era, in the same way the
Kao Sam Kaeo and Ban Don Ta Phet do for present-day
Thailand.

Vietnam

Just across the present-day border into Vietnam, renewed
work by Vietnamese and a joint French-Viet expedition has
expanded our understanding of the Funan Culture as set out
in the classic reports by Malleret (1959-63). Excavations at
the Oc Eo/Ba Thé complex have revealed a Phase I settle-
ment dating to the mid-1* — mid-3" centuries CE with many
India-related materials such as kendis and roofing tiles with
brick buildings appearing in Phase II during the3™ century,
marking the transition to history in the area (Manguin
2004:289-94). These flood-plain settlements at Oc Eo
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Figure 1: Radiocarbon dates from U-Thong (from Barram 2003)

seemed to have flourished in succeeding years only to be
abandoned by the mid-7" century (Manguin 2004:298-300)
soon after the traditional date for the establishment of Dvara-
vati Culture in Thailand.

Likewise, in central Vietnam, excavations at and around
Tra Kieu between 1993 and 2003 show that occupation at
this large Cham urban site started no later than the 1°-2"
century CE (Nguyen et al. 2006:218), with distinctive Indic-
style ceramics and brick structures following soon after. We
ascribe the slightly earlier and nearby site of Go Cam to the
polity known from Chinese sources as Lin Yi, a transitional
phase between the late prehistoric Iron Age Sa Huynh Cul-
ture and the emergence of Champa (Southworth 2004: 211—
16; Yamagata 2007). The emergence of the historic Champa
kingdoms is generally dated to the mid-5" century CE as
marked by the Sanskrit inscriptions of Bhadravarman
(Southworth 2004:221-230). Field archaeology at Tra Kieu
extends the life of this urban site back several hundred years.
Taking into account the new dating from Tra Kieu, we cannot
rule out that the earlier, although often disputed, 3" century
date for the Vo Canh inscriptionmay be correct (Southworth
2004:219). In central Vietnam field archaeology has, for the
moment, come closer to bridging the gap between prehistory
and history than elsewhere in Southeast Asia.

Myanmar (Burma)
Like Dvaravati in Thailand, the Pyu or Tircul culture of the
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central Irrawaddy Valley is seen to mark the start of Indian-
ized, urban civilization; and this is known best from brick
temple remains, cemetery material, a few un-translated in-
scriptions and some statuary. As with Dvaravati a reliable
internal chronology is mostly lacking and this despite the fact
that there is now the beginning of a reasonable chronology
for Bronze and Iron Age sites between c. 700 BCE — 100 CE
(Pautreau 2007).

The best reported early historic site, Beikthano, was first
excavated long ago (Aung Thaw 1968:61-62) and the few
radiocarbon dates which seemed to place the occupation be-
tween the 1°' and 5™ century CE (Gutman and Hudson 2004:
158) have been regarded as unreliable when the evidence for
coinage is taken into account (Cribb 1981). Another im-
portant Pyu urban site, Halin, was re-excavated in 1995 and
four calibrated radiocarbon dates range from 60 to 870 CE
(Gutman and Hudson 2004:160), but there is no indication as
to whether they relate to a stratified sequence of occupation.

More recently Hudson and Lustig (2008:273-274) point
to the long continuity of occupation at Sriksetra where, on the
basis of comparisons of the “warrior stelae” with images
from Sanchi and Amaravati, Indian religious cults may have
been incorporated in the early centuries of the present era.

At Halin, excavations reported by Hudson (2010) also
show a long continuity, although not yet dated, of prehistoric
occupation in and around the enormous walled urban site
through sequences of Neolithic, Bronze Age and Iron Age
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Phase 1

layers 11 -9

Coarse cord-marked, round base vessels, small, thin, organic temper
with black cores, some red-slipped, no carinated vessels

Phase 2

layers 8 =7

Similar vessels but increasingly less organic temper, spouted vessels
(kendis) and clay lamps, carinated vessels, and some with wave and line
motifs, buff ware with incised and punctate marks

Phase 3

layers 6 -4

Continuation of Phase 2 pottery, use of wheel, trend towards higher fired
red wares

Higher quality pottery, more consistent firing, vessels more standardized,

Phase 4 layers 3 - 2B

more flat bases and use of fast wheel evident, bigger range of decora-
tion, painting with red and white and more footed vessels

Phase 5 layers 2A - 51

wares

A thin (30-35 cm) layer with Phase 4 ceramics mixed with modern glazed

Table 1. Phases , layers and main material finds at U-Thong (from Barram 2003).

burials—some within the walled historic city. At some stage
the tradition of inhumation burial changes to cremations, as
at Beikthano, with ashes deposited in elaborately shaped pot-
tery urns. Whether this change marks the arrival of Hindu-
Buddhist ideologies and rituals and the construction of the
brick temples is not yet clear, and there are no absolute dates
for these phases of occupation.

In an assessment of all the relevant data on Burma, Hud-
son (2004:129) emphasized “the need for caution in inter-
preting Beikthano where the recording and publication of the
stratigraphic location of excavated items has not been as high
a priority as the uncovering and identification of structures
and works of art.” However, Hudson comments that “The
radiocarbon dates for Beikthano and Halin taken as a group
look convincing from the 2™ century CE onward...” and that
‘the 2" to 4™ century CE might provide a point at which to
consider the first phase of the urban system [in Burma] be-
came active” (Hudson 2004:148).

Indonesia — Java and Sumatra

Excavations at Batujaya near the north coast of Java and east
of Jakarta, by a joint French-Indonesian team (Manguin and
Indrajaya 2006), show that the construction of a number of
small brick Buddhist stupas followed a late prehistoric Buni
Complex occupation of the early centuries CE. This complex
already showed links with eastern India in the form of rou-
letted ware bowls and other ceramics accompanying inhuma-
tion burials. Although the first, Phase A building (a stupa
base) at Batujaya cannot at present be dated more precisely
than between the 5™ and 8" century (Manguin and Indrajaya
2006:255). The evidence fits well with the historical records
of a 5™ century polity called Tarumanegara known from near-
by inscriptions and can perhaps be correlated with the polity
of Holotan known from Chinese histories (Manguin and In-
drajaya 2006: 255). The balance of evidence from this new
project indicates that an Indianized Buddhist community was
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well established there by the mid-1* millennium CE follow-
ing earlier trade connections with India.

Working in southeastern Sumatra in 1994, with a princi-
ple interest in clarifying the existence of Srivijaya at and
around Palembang, Manguin also excavated on Bangka Is-
land and revealed a pre-Sriviyayan Vaisnavite temple at Kota
Kapur, already known from inscriptions and statuary, which
showed close links to the Oc Eo Culture sites in southeastern
Vietnam and which was dated to the late 6™ or early 7" cen-
tury (Lucas, Manguin and Soeroso 1998).

DATING EVIDENCE FROM U-THONG, SUPHANBURI
PROVINCE, THAILAND

The presence of a substantial (about 73 ha), moated, early
historic occupation mound at U-Thong was first identified by
Prince Damrong about 1903. There have been numerous
clearances and limited excavations at brick stupas in and
around the ancient walled and moated settlement, notably by
Jean Boisselier (1965 and 1968) on behalf of the EFEO.
Boisselier had some sondages made close to what he referred
to as Stupa 1 and reported a long sequence of occupational
deposits which he felt could be dated from early in the 1%
millennium CE, and perhaps from a much earlier Neolithic
settlement. Noting that there were many similarities between
the ceramics, spouted jars (kendis), terracotta stamps, gold
jewelery, stone jewelry moulds and other small finds, such as
the lead anneaux alourdis, and the material culture revealed
by Malleret around Oc Eo in southeastern Vietnam, he re-
ferred to this as “Funan Culture or Funan-related material.”’
Later, Bronson also used the Funan label for what he recog-
nized as pre-Dvaravati 7" century levels in his excavations at
Chansen (Bronson 1976, 1979:322-324). Following the ac-
cepted convention at the time, both Bronson and Boisselier
reserved the term Dvaravati for the period commencing in the
7™ century, and principally for the brick monuments and art
objects which had not been dated other than by comparison
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Figure 2. Radiocarbon dates from Bronson'’s excavations at Chansen. Sample 1-1369 Phase VI is from the
Khmer occupation at the site (from Barram 2003).

with Indian sculpture.

Since Boisselier and Bronson wrote, however, much
more work has been done at and around Oc Eo and at other
Funan sites in Vietnam such as Go Thap (Le Thi Lien 2006).
We can now see many differences, as well as parallels, be-
tween the material culture of Funan and western Thailand as
well as with the ceramics and other small finds from early
Champa sites in central Vietnam such as Tra Kieu (Glover et
al. 1996; Prior and Glover 2003). In light of this, we do not
believe that the label “Funan” is appropriate for Thailand in
the early to mid-1* millennium and a new cultural term has to
be found that more properly reflects the development of ur-
banisation and early Indic cultural influences in Thailand.
Most importantly, it is clear that the material described as
Funanese by Bronson and Boisellier is not distinctively dif-
ferent from the later ceramics and minor finds they attribute
to Dvaravati.

Subsequently, a large literature has built up on the monu-
ments, stuccos and statuary of Dvaravati which is too exten-
sive to cite here; but to my knowledge the only systematic
attempt to investigate U-Thong from the point of view of
field archaeology was the Thai-British Archaeological Expe-
dition of 1966-70 led by William Watson and Helmut Loofs,
who excavated at a location referred to as Tha Muang.

Loofs (1979:346-348) published five radiocarbon dates
from the excavations at the Tha Muang mound and these,
when calibrated and taken together with a further five dated
samples from the excavations undertaken by Barram (2003),
form a fairly clear sequence from early Phase 1 as shown at
the top of Figure 1.

The first two dates relate to Phase 1, which does not con-
tain any Dvaravati-type objects or ceramics. The next three
dates, clustered around the period between the 1* and 4™ cen-
turies CE, are associated with Phase 2. In this phase, the first
simple clay lamps, spouted vessels and sherds from carinated
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ware, items typically associated with Dvaravati, appear
(Table 1). Vessel forms and decorative techniques such as
wave and line decoration, associated with Dvaravati ceram-
ics, make their first appearance in Phase 2 and continue to the
surface.

We can compare these dates with the eleven calibrated
dates from Phases II — IV at Chansen (Figure 2), originally
published by Bronson (1976:640-641; see also Barram
2003:34-35). Bronson noted these phases contained very sim-
ilar material to that found at U-Thong in supposedly similar
contexts. We now know that this material is also broadly
similar to material found at other sites in Southeast Asia dat-
ed to a similar period. The calibrated dates range from about
200-600 CE, albeit with long “tails” on each side, and are
strikingly similar to the calibrated dates recorded for similar
phases at U-Thong.

Galleon et al (2009:22) make the point that “the date
range [for Dvaravati] has primarily been arrived at by relative
dating methods but over the past decade or so absolute dates
have also been utilized and in the majority of cases corre-
spond to the accepted date range.” (Present author’s empha-
sis). But this is not the case.

It is clear that neither of the dated sequences from Chan-
sen and the Tha Muang mound at U-Thong support the tradi-
tional dating for Dvaravati culture to between 600—1000 CE.
But they strongly support the notion that communities heavi-
ly influenced by Indian ceramic and other traditions of mate-
rial culture, and which were not significantly different from
the pottery and small finds of the Dvaravati Culture, were
occupying these sites from early in the first millennium of the
Christian era. Thus, the dating of what we might call “Early
Dvaravati” culture is well established in the region. Such a
revision brings Thailand more into line with the picture now
being revealed by excavations at “Indianized” sites in Cam-
bodia, Vietnam and Java and Burma.
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SUMMARY

To summarize the above data, it seems clear that many
coastal or riverine urban polities throughout Southeast Asia,
which incorporated elements of Indic civilization, had ap-
peared between the 3™ and 6™ centuries (Manguin 2004).
Was the Dvaravati Culture of Thailand an exception? I think
not. Barram and Glover (2008) argued that research in sever-
al regions of Southeast Asia show that the Indian influenced
materials, which are generally associated with Dvaravati Cul-
ture, were already present in western Thailand well before
the 5™ century. The evidence for Dvaravati’s absence earlier
than this seems to depend mainly on the lack of the name of
the kingdom in the Tang dynastic histories (Jiu Tang Shu) as
mentioned by Jacques (2009:27). More controlled excavation
of Dvaravati sites backed by numerous dated samples would
surely provide a secure foundation for dating the beginning
of the culture.

As an alternative scenario, if art historians prefer to re-
tain the traditional dating for “their Dvaravati” and to disas-
sociate the monuments and art materials which are not inde-
pendently dated from the earlier levels revealed by field ar-
chaeology, Barram and Glover (2008) suggested “Early” or
“Proto-Dvaravati” as terms for this phase of protohistory in
Thailand.

Whether or not the suggested revisions for the beginning
of Dvaravati are accepted—and we do not deny that the cul-
tural tradition flourished through most of the 1% millennium
CE—there is still a considerable gap, as pointed out by Loofs
(1979), between the disappearance of the late prehistoric Iron
Age settlements and burials and the emergence of the Indian
influenced cultures of the 1* millennium BC. What develop-
ments took place over the several hundred years separating
these two archaeological traditions? Basically we do not
know. The evidence as it stands at present almost looks as if
much of modern-day Thailand was abandoned—a most im-
probable scenario—and we look to a new generation of field
archaeologists to close the gap.

NOTES

1 - This paper is, to a large extent, based on Barram and
Glover (2008) but here the focus is more on the lack of conti-
nuity between the late prehistoric, Iron Age, and Dvaravati
Culture.

2 - This problem was highlighted over 25 years ago by Loofs
(1979) drawing on the experience of his excavations at U-
Thong. After a meeting with Helmut Loofs in March 2010 in
Canberra, I re-read his article of over 30 years ago and this
convinced me that his insight was still valid.

3 - Gallon et al. (2009) comment that the results of absolute
dating obtained at Keet-in ‘usually correspond to those given
by relative dating,” but the details of these are not available to
me at the time of writing.
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4 -The eleven published radiocarbon dates from Dvaravati
levels at Chansen (Phases II-IV) as published by Bronson
(1976:640—-641) do not, especially when calibrated, fit the art
-historical chronology and are earlier by several hundred
years. But such dates have generally been discounted on ac-
count of their rarity and the lack of understanding, of, if not
actual prejudice against, radiometric dating shown by most
art-historians. I know of only one date from Non Bam Khan
in northeastern Thailand (Welch and McNeill 1989) with a
calibrated range of 600 — 905 CE that fits the usual chronolo-
gy for Dvaravati. More recent excavations at Keet-in
(Silpakorn 2008; Gallon et al. 2009) have produced some
C14 and TL dates which are said to fit the accepted art histor-
ical chronology but I do not have details of these.

5 - Here as in Barram and Glover (2008) I reject the use of
the term ‘Funan’ to describe the early Historic (pre-Dvaravati
in art-historical terminology) archaeological finds from west-
ern and central Thailand.
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