
19th Century Early Rattanakosin Prices Based on “Wat Phra Chettuphon 
Wimon Mangkhlaram Ratchaworamahawihan” (Chetupol Temple 

Archives)1 

 
Introduction 

This paper is a preliminary development of data on Siamese history of wages and 
prices in the early 19th century; it adopts the usage of “chod-mai-het” or the earlier versions 
of Siamese archive records, prior to the introduction of western bureaucracy reforms during 
the dawn of the 20th century. Unlike later data that were recorded in official accounting books 
and white paper; earlier information were recorded in “Samud Thai” (Thai Books) through 
the charcoal etching method. They were commonly used by temple and village scribes, 
monks, and government officials as a mean to record significant daily operations and 
religious accounts.  These earlier records on economic activities kept by the pre-modernised 
government were either assumed to be ‘lost’ or ‘non-existent’ prior to the recent preservation 
effort. Consequently, studies on Early Rattanakosin2 or 19th century market activities have 
been mainly reliant on foreign records and several surviving written observations. Recent 
development in the field of scripture preservation in Thailand has surfaced more data for 
analysis, and among them are accounting books from temple constructions in Bangkok which 
dates back to the capital establishment during the early 19th century. This does not count 
other black book records which are left in temples across other parts of Thailand, including 
the old capital in Ayutthaya Province. This paper will seek to explain a historical overview of 
the time, recording methods, the measurements, and finally, some price and wage data from 
the current primary source development will be compiled into a price index in future use. 

 The Great Divergence debate in economic history, which includes comparative 
studies on the standard of living and the factors that led to the Industrial Revolution in Europe 
instead of Asia, resulted in the production of many literatures such as Allen, et al. (2011), 
Broadberry and Gupta (2006), and Frank (1998). Yet, studies the circumstances and roles of 
Southeast Asia remains greatly underexplored. This is also the circumstances of Siamese or 
Thai economic history. Most data only extends as far back as the 1850s, while scholarly 
works were done majorly in the 1960 and 1980s under the political economic field such as 
those by Manarungsan (1989), and Nartsupha, et al. (1981). Nevertheless, classical 
approaches were applied to analyse Siamese economic history in the 20th century by Ingram 
(1983) and Feeney (1976). To date, even though more historical data has surfaced, analysis 
are still concentrated on the 1850s data used by scholars in the 1980s. 

 Looking at the geography of Southeast Asia, the coastline extends over 104,877 
kilometres, divided into Mainland Southeast Asia (Peninsula Southeast Asia) and Island 

                                                 
1 This research paper owes its data to the Wat Phra Chettuphon Wimon Mangkhlaram Ratchaworamahawihan 
Sangha Order, under King Rama I “Praputta Yodfah” Foundation. The archives were transcribed by Santi 
Pakkhamdee from the Department of Thai and Eastern Languages, Faculty of Humanities, Srinakarinwiroj 
University. 
2 ‘Rattanakosin’ (pronounced as Rat-ta-na-koh-sin) is a time period later adopted as the official dating method, it 
dates back to 1782 when King Yodfa  (alternatively known as Rama I) transferred the capital across the Chao 
Phraya River from Thonburi to Bangkok. The term used to define Rattanakosin in official documents is 
abbreviated as “Ror-Sor” followed by a number.  



Archipelago. Over the course of history, there has been emergence of chiefdoms, various city 
states, Mandala state entities3, and finally, the advent of modernised nations of the 21st 
century. It is one of the most resource rich regions of Asia and had functioned as a trans-
regional trade broker and hub between India and China in the Southern Maritime Silk Road. 
Siam, or the present day Thailand, served as a gateway economic entity between the spice-
rich island archipelago, and the tin and timber industries of the peninsular. The relocation of 
the capital in 1782 to Bangkok by King Yodfa, was not only for fortification purposes, but 
the geographical location also served as a natural harbour for maritime trade.  
Turmoil during the Early Rattanakosin Period 
 In order to understand the standard of living, prices, and wages in Early Rattanakosin 
history and the changes that occurred during the Industrial Revolution, it is important to 
evaluate the macro-historical aspects of Early Rattanakosin history. The war and political 
turmoil that preceded the fall of Ayutthaya in 1767 did not only disrupt Siam’s role as the 
seat of political and economic power in the region, but also created market disruptions on 
regional trade and production. Ayutthaya dominated trade in the Chao Phraya River Basin 
leading westwards to the Bay of Bengal and the Yunnan Region in China, as well as the Gulf 
of Thailand for 400 years. Acting more as a logistic hub between mandala states governed 
with several core political entities such as Ayutthaya, Hangsawathy, and Vientiane. (Wolters 
1982) Due to its strategic location and wealth, Ayutthaya attracted many foreign traders, 
including the European traders. At its height, diplomatic relations were initiated between 
Siam, France, Portugal, the Netherlands, and the United Kingdom through a diplomatic 
mission from the Ayutthayan court led by King Yodfa’s own grandfather, Kosa Pan. Crown 
shipping commissioned by the King of Ayutthaya was known to have rivaled the VOC 
influences in the region during the 17th and 18th century.4 Domestic turmoil would eventually 
lead to its downfall, closing its 400 years history chapter with a Burmese invasion that left the 
old capital sacked –along with it all trading power and long distance relations. It would take 
another 15 years before the current capital was established, and by that time Europe’s 
advancements into Asia has already begun to take a colonial course. These preconditions 
affected the process of internal modernisation reforms in the 19th and 20th century during the 
dawn of the Industrial Revolution. 

 By the time Rattanakosin was established in 1782, subsequent wars with other 
Mandala states that used to be under Ayutthaya’s influence still continued into King Rama 
III’s reign in 1824, when priorities were once again shifted towards economic and trade. 
Although Europeans first appeared in the region around the 16th century, they did not assert 
their full influences until the mid-19th and 20th century. The war-ridden and divided nature of 
the region (refer to figure one for brief chronology) created opportunities for stronger 
European powers to exert regional influences. There are sporadic studies on Early 
Rattanakosin economy, but due to limited evidences there are limited amount of literatures. 
To date, only one work in Thailand’s archive records contain a study on temple economy in 
the early Rattanakosin period (Juengnipolsakul 1982). 
                                                 
3 Mandala states are coined terms that describes Southeast Asia political and economic relations; they do not 
always represent direct governance of a particular political power, but often reflects dominating cultural-
economic entities in the region of the time. More are discussed in (Wolters 1982)  
4 The trading roles and status of Southeast Asia in commerce during the 17th and 18th century is extensively 
discussed in Anthony Reid’s Southeast Asia in the Age of Commerce: Volume 1 (1988), Volume 2 (1993), 1450-
1680, and Charting the shape of early modern Southeast Asia (1999).  



 Pre-modern Southeast Asia, and perhaps a greater part of Asia, was often criticised by 
most scholars and classical economists as possessing ‘despotism tied with Asiatic-mode of 
production’; production lines, structured commerce, and global trade were matters introduced 
by Western Europe.5 In this paper, I will not attempt to disprove this claim, but rather 
contribute data into an unclear picture of Southeast Asia and its earlier economic structure 
and operations. The unique nature of Southeast Asia’s geography created a unique economic 
interaction space that had its own features in terms of mass production and commercial 
relations. Governance in many ways both centralised and decentralised, the King or ruling 
elites did not always control absolute power, and regional dominance operated through 
cultural allegiance that relied on oath swearing between rulers in different cultures and state 
entities. Borders were not well defined, but rather relied on city influenced areas. These inter-
related states conducted intricate trade and economic patterns with one another. Production of 
key commodity and pricing were controlled by either elites, or producers who formed 
themselves in to structures that were similar to oligopoly markets. Coin minting processes 
were under the control of Krom Phra Klang or the equivalent of the Finance Ministry. 
However, rooms were left for specialisation in indigenous and smaller communities. (Wade 
2009) (Reid, Charting the shape of early modern Southeast Asia 1999) (Wolters 1982) By the 
19th century monetisation base on the local trading system had been adopted, but barter trade 
continued in distant rural communities. The emergence of the European trading and colonial 
power would greatly alter the regional economic structure and market. Scholars have argued 
that rather than establishing market and production system in Southeast Asia, European 
colonisation should be viewed as seizures and restructuring of monopoly power from 
previous economic entities that were interacting within the region and trading with both 
China and India. (Osborne 2000) If this were true, then the standard of living before the dawn 
of the Industrial Revolution should certainly be re-evaluated. 

Figure 1: Brief Chronology of Early 19th Century  

Year Event Reign 
1782 Establishment of Rattanakosin Rama I “Yodfa” (1782-1809) 
 Royal Decree to Construct Wat Phra Chettuphon 

Wimon Mangkhlaram Ratchaworamahawihan 
1785-92 Siam-Burma War 
1785 Battle of Rạch Gầm-Xoài Mút (Vietnam) 
 British Occupation of Penang 
1789-81 Siam – Patani (Pattani Sultanate) 
1804 Siam- Chiang Dung (Shan State) 
1808 Siam – Patani (Pattani Sultanate) 
1809 Siam- Chiang Dung (Shan State) Rama II “Lertlah” (1809-1824) 
1811-12 Siam-Cambodia  
1819 Singapore Established 
1820 Siam-Burma War  
1821 Expedition to Kedah 
1824 Anglo-Dutch Treaty on Spheres of Influence in the 

East Indies 
1824-26 First Anglo-Burmese War 
1826 Treaty of Amity and Commerce  

                                                 
5 (Frank 1998) 



(Anglo-Siam) “Burney Treaty” 
1825 Expedition to Perak 
1826-29 Siam-Laos War Rama III “Nang Klao”(1824-1851) 
1831-34 Siam-Cambodia War 
1839-42  First Opium War in China 
1851 Mission sent by English and American Government 

demanding complete free trade and establishment 
of western bureaucratic government. (Refused) 

1841-45 Siam-Vietnamese War 
1852-54 Siam- Chiang Dung (Shan State) against Burma 

Forces 
Rama IV “Mong Kut” (1851-1868) 

1855 Bowring Treaty signed 
1857-63 Pahang Civil War, Siamese Ship Routed by British 

Naval Force 
1859 French occupation of Saigon 

 
Significance of Temples in Economic and Business Activities 

Temples played a significant role in the history of Siam. They served as religious, 
education, economic, and often political centres for communities and cities. Communities 
would often construct themselves around temples, and in turn the temples would provide the 
community with various socio-economic benefits. The Sangha order during Early 
Rattanakosin period were less institutionalised, and often enjoyed large decadent benefits, 
which were strictly curbed by reforms that began during Rama I and structuralised during the 
reign of Rama IV. These reforms included the issuance of ten legal codes to govern the 
Sangha order. (Jantarasom 2012)Theravada Buddhist traditions oblige the king to become the 
patron and protector of the religion (sāsanā) and the Sanghā, while sāsanā and the Sanghā 
were considered in turn the treasures of the polity and the signs of its legitimacy. The second 
Buddhist council of Siam was held during the reign of king Rama I at Wat Mahadhatu in 
Bangkok. To gather and organised what was lost during the wars in Ayutthaya and the 
relocation from Thonburi, the Tipitaka  (The  Holy  Buddhist  Cannon) and commentaries 
were collected, revised and established. (Kusalacitto  2006) Theravadan Buddhist Kings were 
expected to follow the dhammaraja principles6.  

Thus, during the Early Rattanakosin period, numerous temples were given special 
patronage by the kings, usually each temple would be surrounded with different communities, 
craftsmen, and ethnic groups. Thus, a community or “chom-chon” surrounding each “wat” 
(temple) would be unique in terms of economic and cultural backgrounds; for example,  Wat 
Yan Nawa or “Wat Kok Kwai” (Water Buffalo Stall Temple), the area was inhabited by 
Dwei community that were known for trading water buffaloes and pottery.  

Wat Phra Chetuphon Vimolmangklararm Rajwaramahaviharn, also known as “Wat 
Pho” (Wat Photaram), is classified as ‘first class royal temple’7. Dating back to the 
Ayutthayan Period, the temple faced several changes as it developed from an ordinary 
                                                 
6 Dhammaraja, history of Sangha, and their roles in politics and economics are discussed in Buddhism in Asia 
(Payutto 1974) and (Kusalacitto) 2006) 
7 Royal temples are built or renovated by a king or built by a member of royalty or the nobility and dedicated to 
the king, or even built by any well-to-do person who then requested to dedicate the temple to the king and it was 
accepted as such. They are divided into first, second and third class temples in a descending order of 
significance. The temples in each class are graded by a further ranking order which precisely identifies their 
position in the hierarchical system. Temple rankings were not officially enacted until 1913, when legislations 
were issued on Sangha governance.  



community temple to being classified as the highest ranking temple under the royal 
patronage. The temple was refurbished simultaneous to the construction project, which 
relocated of the capital from Thonburi to Bangkok. It is situated directly next to the Grand 
Palace, occupying approximately 20 acres of land. Construction of the Grand Palace occurred 
simultaneously to the reconstruction and inventory purchases in Wat Chetuphon’s 
refurbishments.  Due to its significance Wat Chetuphon houses detailed records of Bangkok’s 
construction, including a stone inscription that states that Rama I ordered the restoration of 
Wat Phodharam in 17898, the restoration took 7 years, 5 months and 28 days. It was later 
renamed to “Wat Phra Chetuphon Vimolmangklavas” in 1801, and subsequently changed to “ 
Wat Phra Chetuphon Vimolmangklararm during the reign of King Rama IV. Another great 
restoration took place during the reign of Rama III, extending the temple complex to cover 
the Southern and Western Vihara, as well as Missakawan Park, Phra Mondob (Library Hall), 
and teaching-learning centre. This restoration lasted 16 years and 7 months. Detailed records 
of all inventory purchases for construction and ceremonial events as well as wages for hiring 
artisans and craftsmen were recorded in detail. Since building temples in are consider a high 
danna merit, a significant amount of gold, silver, and copper were also used, especially in the 
sculpting of the Buddha sculptures in the Viharas. The gold quality, prices, and their 
processing cost were also recorded in the black books. Among the records, there are also 
accounting book from the temple fairs organised and the price of the products sold at the 
fairs. In addition, wages paid to craftsmen and transportation of goods were also recorded. 

 
Money and Measurements 

 Early Rattanakosin records were written in Old Thai language. It was neither the 
original language used during Sukhothai Period nor was it exactly the same as the present 
Thai language. Due to the phonetic nature of the language, there were no standardised 
spellings until early 20th century. Money used in Siam varied from one region to another, 
with Lanna, North-eastern, and Southern regions possessing its own form of currency. The 
teals value in the Northern region were more closely associated with the Chinese 
measurement and currency system, but overall the currency system operated on silver and 
copper standard.  Wording for money and measurements were altered several times in 
Rattanakosin history as modernisation progressed. The Early Rattanakosin Period also 
experienced a large influx of Mexican silver coins. The infamous “ngern toong daeng” (red 
bag coins) were a collection of minted silver coins from China, Mexico, the United States, 
and the Pound Sterling. By the end of the reign of Rama III, the worth of red bag coins were 
said to be valued up to 44,000 Chang (each red bag contained 10 Chang worth of coins). This 
private royal fund which was handed down to King Rama V, which became the support fund 
used to pay France its three million baht war reparations fee in the aftermath of the Franco-
Siamese War in 1893. The coins were referred to as Rien Nok or “Bird Coins”. In 1893, three 
bird coins were equal to five baht, and 48 bird coins were equal to a Siamese “chang”9.  

                                                 
8 Thai Black Book. 1789. R.1. Vol. 2. R.1. Report on Wat Photharam Restoration. 
9 (Thai) ประชุมพระนิพนธ์ พูนพิศมยั ดิศกุล เล่ม๑ (Compliations of Records and Writings by Poonpitsamai Disakul 
Vol.1). Bamroongbandit Press. Bangkok. 1985. Disakul mentioned that the coins used in the payments were 
primarily “Bird Coins”. 



  Markets during Rattanakosin Period were already well monetised, with exception to 

petty trades. Silver ticals were used for international trade with China, India, and 
neighbouring countries, while lesser valued money like fueng or klam were made of shells 
that are only locally used. The “Pod-Duang” (Bullet ticals) system was adopted from the 
Ayutthaya Period, and minted flat coins in the western format were not officially used in 
local trade until the reign of Rama IV. No gold or copper coins were minted as coins prior to 
the reign of Rama III, but gold Spanish coins were found among the red bag reserve. These 
first gold bullet ticals were minted with three different seals, and weigh the equivalent of one 
“fuang”. The exchange rate was fixed at eight baht for one pound sterling before 1880, when 
it was depreciated to ten baht for one pound sterling (Ingram 1983). A baht is equal to 15.24g 
of silver (baht is also a weight measurement unit). It is worth noting that during the reign of 
Rama I, the varieties of coins were not as wide, while more coin diversities increased during 
the reigns of Rama II and Rama III. Cowrie shells usage are believed by scholars to have 
ended around the reign of Rama I when copper coins were introduced in the fashion of the 
minted coins in Singapore.10 This was also simultaneous to the introduction of Latin 
American coins into the region 
 Figure 2: Money Conversion under Fixed Exchange Rate 

Unit Relative Value to 
Baht 

Value in 
relative to 

Baht 

Value in pound 
Sterling* (Against 

Baht) 

Amount in 
Grams 
Silver 

Thai Romanise 

เบีย้ Bia** 1⁄100 at 0.00016 n/a 0.00238 

โสฬส Solot 1⁄16 fueang 0.00781 n/a 0.11906 

อฐั At ⅛ fueang 0.01563 0.001953125 0.23813 

เส้ียว/ไพ Sio/pai ¼ fueang 0.03125 0.000376506 0.47625 

กลํา่*** Klam ½ fueang 0.0625 0.001953125 0.9525 

ซีก Sik ½ fueang 0.0625 0.0078125 0.9525 

เฟ้ือง Fueang ⅛ baht 0.125 0.015625 1.905 

สลงึ Salueng ¼ baht 0.25 0.03125 3.81 

มายน/มะยง Mayon/mayong ½ baht 0.5 0.0625 7.5 

บาท Baht 1 baht 1 0.125 15.24 

ตําลงึ Tamlueng 4 baht 4 0.5 60.96 

ช่ัง Chang 20 tamleung 80 10 4876.8 

      
*Fixed Exchange Rate  (before 1880), data from "Coins of Thailand", Thai Heritage History, Ministry of 
Defense (2011) 

**Bia are cowrie shells that could be exchanged as money, to curb the inflation, King Rama I decreed a law 
that criminalises the selling of over 400 Bia per Fueang 

*** Klam is an ancient monetary unit that were still used during the Rama I reign, but later lost popularity. 

Prior to the introduction of the metric system, Siam’s unit of measurement was based 
on the anthropic system that was a mixture of units belonging to the local culture as well as 
the religious units adopted through Buddhism. Nevertheless, accounting methods as 
displayed in the Chetuphon documents are intricately detailed. Even though parts of the 

                                                 
10 (LeMay 1924) 



documents were unreadable, the preserved information contains accounts of spending in 
terms of gold and silver for the construction of the temple, and imported materials from 
surrounding countries and China were noted. Unit measurements were written on a cross- 
shaped scale, which also signified numerical orders. This cross-shaped scale is known as 
“Teen Krut” (Garuda Foot), and is augmented according to the measurement type. (Refer to 
Figure 3 for details). 
 
Figure 3: Recording Method Diagram 

*The above scribing method was used up until the modernisation reforms during Rama IV 
 
Figure 4: Measurements Conversion Weight (Used for measuring materials, wooden coal, and rice) 

Units Relative Equivalent Metric Equivalent 
Thai Romanise Amount Unit Grams 
ภารา Para 20 Doun 480kg 
หาบ Haab 50 Chang 60kg 
ดุน Doun 20 24kg 
ช่ัง Chang 20 Tamleung 1200g 
ตําลงึ Tamleung 4 Baht 60g 
บาท Baht 4 Saleung 15g 
สลงึ Saleung 2 Fueng 3.75g 
เฟ้ือง Fueng 4 Pai 1.875g 
กลํา่ Klam 4 At 0.936g 
ไพ Pai 2 At 0.468g 

Klam 1.872g 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Length (Use for wood and timber measurements) 
Units Relative Equivalent Metric Equivalent 

Thai Romanise Amount Unit cm/m/km 
กระเบียด Krabiat   n/a 

นิว้ Niew 4 Krabiat n/a 
คบื Khuep 12 Niew 25 cm 
ศอก Sok 2 Khuep 50 cm 
วา Wa 4 Sok 2 m 
เส้น Sen 20 Wa 40 m 
โยชน์ Yojana 400 Sen 1.6 km 

 
Volume (Used for rice and sand measurements) 

Units Relative Equivalent Metric Equivalent 

Thai Romanise Amount Unit mL/L 
หยิบมือ Yip mue     7.8125 ml 
กาํมือ Kam mue 4  Yip Mue 31.25 mL 
ฟายมือ Fai mue 4 Kam Mue 125 mL 
กอบ Korb 2 Fai Mue 250 mL 

ทะนาน Thanan 2 Korb 500 mL 
8 Fai Mue 1 L 

ถัง Thang 20 Thanan 20 L 
เกวียน Kwian 100  Thang 2,000 L 

Source: (Thai) Funeral Book of Mahaamart M.C Thorngchueadhammachart Thonrgtam, "Phraya 
Chaisuriya and Counting, Measuring, and Weighing in the Old Days". Bangkok. Aksornniti Press 
(1936) 

 
Gold in Siam and Measurement Units 

Southeast Asia, particularly the geography surrounding the area described by ancient 
travellers from South Asia and the Mediterranean as “Suvarnabhumī” or “Chryse” had been 
acknowledged as a gold trading post since the 1st century CE.  This economy space with gold 
and tin ore sources provided a rich heritage into the history of regional and Indian Ocean 
commerce. The economic space extends from the Bay of Bengal and covers Southern 
Myanmar, Western Thailand, and the Malay Peninsula.11 Thus, gold use, trade, and 
processing are an intricate part of Siamese culture; often used for ceremonial and religious 
purposes. During the reign of King Narai (1633-1688) a diplomatic mission was dispatched 
to the court of Louis XIV (they also visited other European countries along the way), the 
mission carried with it 46 “heeb” (casket) of gold and returned with a gold mining technician 
from France, simultaneously, the Siamese court also granted a French company monopoly 
power over a gold mine that produced up to 1,851kg of gold.12 Although the geography is 
gold rich, mining gold was not as popular, and gold supplies fluctuated. During the reign of 

                                                 
11 Ancient commerce and Southern Maritime Silk Road scholars believe that literature and 
archaeological evidences identified Southeast Asia as a prime connecting hub between trade 
in the Indian Ocean and East Asia via both maritime and hinterland (river) course. (Roy 
2012) (Phanomvan 2012) (Ray 2003) 
12 Thailand Gold Traders Association “History of Gold in Thailand” 
http://www.goldtraders.or.th/PageView.aspx?page=6. Jan, 2013 



Rama IV, gold had to be imported to meet demands. It was not until the mid-20th century that 
gold mining was once again revived. Nevertheless, local demands for gold still persisted, 
especially in the area of religion. Buddha images in prime temples are expected to either be 
constructed with gold or contain a fair amount of gold. Gold is processed into thin small 
square leaf for temple worship, and goldsmiths are highly valued for their skills. Thus, a large 
part of the accounting records contains prices paid to purchase and process gold for the 
temple restoration. Since Wat Chetuphon is a primary temple of Rattanakosin, donations 
flooded in for its restoration on top of the king’s patronage. It was also the ground for several 
key government events, including the oath giving ceremony that was a key even in the 
establishment of Bangkok as the new political seat of power. In fact, due to its importance, 
the entire process of Wat Chetuphon’s construction, down to craft and construction 
techniques, were recorded and transcribed on to the stone inscriptions at the temple.13  

 The gold used in crafting gold leaf and Buddha images are called “Thorng 
Chompunoot” (Natural/Pure Gold), they are extremely soft and malleable. These are 
classified as “Thorng Nua Kao”. The term “nua” refers to the gold solution and gold purity, 
the system starts from four to nine, much like the modern karat system. Unfortunately, no 
evidences have yet been found on the standard quality of earlier gold solutions even though 
the same classification methods were used since Ayutthayan Period. Hence, there are 
standard gold solutions, but it is possible that there might be variations in terms of solution 
quality and consistency between Rama I and Rama V’s reign. The official declaration on gold 
solution quality and pricing was declared during the reign of King Rama V. The declaration 
states that a baht of gold (equals to 15.24g [gold bars] and 15.16g [processed gold]) will 
equal to the amount of solution. So, “Thorng Nua Sie” (four) is worth four baht, while 
“Thorng Nua Kao” (nine) is worth nine baht per baht of gold. The gold used for construction 
and left-foils (thorng paen) are Thorng Nua Hok (six). Pure gold and higher quality gold are 
used for moulding the Buddha’s sculpture and containment. The pricing in the account book 
are recorded under gold and silver value or “ngern”(silver) and “thorng”. 

Figure 4: Gold Weight Units Conversion 

1 Unit Equivalent Value 
บาท (Baht) 4 (สล่ึง/Salueng) 

สล่ึง (Saleung) 10 (หุ่น/Hoon) 
หุ่น (Hoon)  

 

Price and Wages from the Account Book 

 The Chetuphon archives could be separated into five categories: records of events and 
royal directives, purchase account, labour recruitment and wage account, and donations 
account. The initial archives began in 1793 with the issuance of a royal directive to 
reconstruct and restore the temple. It was later sporadically recorded with the last record 
appearing in 1867 during the reign of Rama IV. In total there are 72 documents recovered 
and transcribed, with more still in progress. The first accounting record is a purchase 
inventory written by Phaya Mahasombhat Phra Chaisurin, who was soon appointed as Chao 
                                                 
13 Chetuphon Temple Construction Stone Inscription 1801. Wat Phra Chetuphon Wimon 
Mangkhlaram Ratchaworamahawihan. 



Krom Phraklang Mahasombat, or the Siamese equivalent of the department of treasury. The 
records were recorded in terms of zodiac year, starting with 1793, which was the Thai 
equivalent of the year of the tiger or “kan”. Some articles only contain the total amounts paid, 
making it difficult to derive the actual pricing. The following data is calculated by conversion 
of the price and quantity reported against baht and the metric value. The baht value is 
interchangeable to silver value.                                                                                                                                                                                                             

Figure 5: 1793 Price of Goods Converted to Baht against Metric Standards (Selected) 

 Price (Baht) Remarks 
Bricks 5 per 1000units 

Cement 5 per 2000kg 
Wood/Timber* 2.46 per lumber 

Iron 6.41 per ton 
Ceramic Tiles 1.69 per 1000 units 

Tin 1.57 per 10kg 
Bronze/Copper 1.032 per kilogram 

Bitumen 75 per 60kg 
Coal** 4.28 per kilogram 

Decorative Mirror*** 2.5 per 60kg 
Gold 1.089 per gram 
Rice 5.67 per 1000 kg 

*Timber and wood price is the average between timber and teak 
**The coal is used by the goldsmith and iron workers to smelt the raw materials. 
*** Decorative mirrors or temple glaze mirrors are made by specialised craftsmanship guilds 
that existed during the early Rattanakosin period, the precise techniques was lost and recently 
unravelled by scientists.  
Note: Prices are not adjusted to current value 

 From the same year, the accounting book also included hiring fees for artisans, 

kitchen staffs, and support funds for corvée serving the temple. The goldsmith guild was 

given 3767.63 Baht to process the gold; the number of people within the group is unknown. 

The artisans received 1436 Baht, and the kitchen staffs were allocated on average 33.91 Baht 

per person from 7596 Baht budget. Each person may have received different amount of 

money depending on their responsibility, but the account did not specify differentiating pay 

to chefs and kitchen hands. In addition, the record does not specify the period for the wage 

payment. 

 The next account appeared during the year 1799 (Monkey) and 1800 (Rooster), and 

were recorded from the beginning of the year. Labours hired to reconstruct the temple were 

given food and accommodation, budgets were allocated to the construction of bamboo 

shelters for peasants, as well as feeding artisans and providing them with art utensils. 

Providing food for workers appears to be a customary practice by contractors and employers. 



In this regard, it is worth noting that older Siamese associate food abundance as a citizen 

right. Households are expected to provide food for all incoming visitors; thus, food is 

considered a symbol of wealth and prosperity.  

Figure 6: Price of Goods between 1799 and 1800 (Selected) 

 Price (Baht) Remarks 
Rice 6.01 per 1000kg 

Cement 5 per 2000kg 
Wood/Timber 2.46 per lumber 

Iron 8.38 per ton 
Tin 2.5 per 10kg 

Bronze/Copper 1 1.05 per kilogram 
Bronze/Copper 2* 2.38 per kilogram 

Coal 2.25 per kilogram 
Gold** 1.22 per gram 

Rice 6.01 per ton 
Decorative Mirror 2.25 per 60kg 

Rayon (Textile) 2.75 per fold 
Glass Lamps*** 6.64 per lamp 

Feast Meal Portion**** 0.85 per person 
Sugar Cane Juice 3 per 100L 

   
*Copper 2 is purer when compared to Copper 1; it was used for sculpture crafting. 
**Price is the average of gold 6, 8, and 9 types. 
***average price of glass lamps; quality of lamps varied. 
**** Feast meals are taken from the price of food served in the feast for the Sangha, divided 
by the numbers of Sangha present. 
Note: Prices are not adjusted to current value 
 
 The wage hired to sew robe for monks, 4 baht per robe. Gold processing in the 
accounting book for 1799 and 1800 only contains gold crafting for Khon costumes, which 
requires higher skills than the 1793 data. The total payment to the goldsmith cost 58.25 Baht. 
The temple hosted precession ceremonies and fairs during 1799 and 1800, which led to the 
hiring of many different entertainers including Mon and Cambodian dancers, dance troops 
received an average of 4 Baht per day for their services, on top of expenses to cover meals. In 
addition, temple corvée and peasants who served within the temple received an additional 
26.77 Baht per person.  
 
Discussion and Conclusion 

Preliminary data processing from the Chetuphon archives has revealed multiple 
aspects of the Early Rattanakosin Economy and social system. Sources of materials and 
product spans from Cambodia, Laos, China, Malaysia, and England; this does not include 
goods sent in from peripheral cities and cities under Siamese protection. The list of 
entertainers and dancers demonstrates the diversity of Bangkok communities and ethnic 
groups. This would have served into the specialisation of particular crafts and skills by 



different communities. Since early domestic economic activities were centralised around the 
temples and palaces, artisan profession would have earned relatively high income with the 
construction of a new capital. However, the demand for these products and industries were 
largely tied to cultural demands, which would have suffered with the shift of consumer 
preferences towards produce that appealed more to the western market. Even though a 
consistent data panel is limited, the rise in prices of construction materials between the 1793 
accounting records and 1799-1800 records suggests very small price increases. Gold prices 
are relatively steady, but could not yet be concluded without data from other years.   

Indication of resource imports and accounts of goods transferred from distant cities 
and neighbouring polities suggest a less than self-sustaining state, but rather a state that 
depended on trading within its own cultural sphere, as well as cultures close to its cultural 
sphere. Literatures on Early Rattanakosin have claimed that it operated on a relatively 
isolated economic structure, and was predominantly self-sustaining. This claim is nether 
verified or disproven by historical evidences. But, an investigation into the purchasing 
accounts suggests diverse trade relations with neighbouring polities. Pricing scale on different 
wood and goods are valued by its quality. Better quality woods from Vientiane that were 
imported for the construction project cost approximately the same as those transported from 
the northern part of Nongkhai, which would had not made a huge difference in terms of 
transportation cost. Since regional trade analysis is often overshadowed by the Siamese-
China trade relations, little has been done to look at trade relations between various Mainland 
Southeast Asian polities and cities. Understanding the preconditions of the Siamese market 
before the trade agreements with western colonial powers would allow a better understanding 
of the standard of living. Among many things, is the idea behind food and labour, if food 
availability was a cultural norm in construction work such as Wat Chetuphon, was the same 
standard applied elsewhere? The standard of nutrition in Early Rattanakosin period has 
remained unanalysed, and could possibly be done through either researching records on 
kitchen purchases or through archaeology.  

If urban Siamese standard of living and consumer goods were reliant on imports and 
regional trade, then the fixed exchange rate would have naturally led to problems for the 
economy, which appeared during the late 19th century. A study in comparison with other 
records is needed in order to evaluate the changes that occurred to the standard of living. It is 
worth mentioning that the simultaneous to the construction of Chetuphon temple, other 
temples and palaces were rigorously constructed throughout the reign of the first five kings. 
Among these temples are Wat Chanasongkram and Wat Arun. All of these temples acted as 
religious, economic, and political centres for the communities that surround them, and 
markets often sprang up nearby or within temples. Since the Chetuphon temple archives can 
only serve as a single dimensional input into the history of Early Rattanakosin, it is necessary 
to expand research into other temple archives before drawing a clear price index. 
Nevertheless, the scale of the temple construction also means that prices drawn from the 
accounting record would have been the general price of the time.  
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