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The Heritagisation of Thai Luxury Retail Developments
and the Embodiment of the “Utopolis”
by

Armaj Sombunjaroen

The research investigates the rise of luxury retail establishments in Thailand that are redefining
the luxury experience through Thai national heritage and culture. This phenomenon contradicts
Thai retail developers’ convention of drawing inspirations from foreign cultures to create a sense
of luxury. The process of invoking and incorporating heritage in this context is termed as
“heritagisation”, representing a reversal in the industry’s practice, where the developer produces
an ideal land rather than an exotic land for visitors to experience. This notion of the ideal land and
metropolitan characteristics of the luxury retail development also leads to a proposed theoretical
idea of the “Utopolis”. The Utopolis represents an abstract space that lurks within the physical
retail space and partially appears through the design features imbued with heritage.

In order to build on the idea of the Utopolis, the research investigates two case studies: 1)
ICONSIAM and 2) Central Ayutthaya, two exemplary developments in Thailand with the
heritagisation of Thai culture throughout their overall environments. The research also explores
existing bodies of knowledge on heritage, luxury and space. The amalgamation, adaptation and
reinterpretation of existing theories from these bodies of knowledge all lead to a new theoretical
framework to comprehensively view luxury retail developments with four types of theoretical
spaces: the Firstspace; the Secondspace; the Thirdspace; and the Fourthspace. The Firstspace
represents findings made through direct observations of the retail developments’ tangible
features, while the Secondspace constitutes findings conducted via in-depth interviews to
discover the developers’ intangible ideal. Additionally, focus groups with local visitors provide
insights into the consumer’s perspective, validating analyses and findings made for the Firstspace
and the Secondspace. The research deconstructs findings from the Firstspace and the
Secondspace to socially construct the Thirdspace, the Heterotopia, and its six principles. Lastly,
deconstructed findings from the Firstspace and the Secondspace, which reflect the Heterotopia,
are also socially constructed to reveal the Fourthspace, the Utopolis, and its own six principles.
The investigation also confirms the comprehensive methods used to design a luxury retail
development with Thai heritage and the idea of Utopolis as a thematic map for developers. This
research concludes that the luxury retail developments embody the Utopolis, a Utopian city.

Keywords: Luxury, Luxury Retail, Luxury Store, Retail Development, Spatial Design, Space, Thai
Culture, Thai Design, Thai Heritage, Thailand, Thai Luxury, Utopia, Utopianism, Utopolis
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Definitions and Abbreviations

Benjarong A type of Thai porcelain completely glazed in many colours and sometimes gold.

Benjarong means five colours in Thai.
Chedi A specific kind of pagoda and stupa in Thailand.
Kanok A traditional pattern that means gold but the shape was inspired by fire.

Krathong A small vessel filled with flowers, folded banana leaves and candles placed in the
water as a form of thanksgiving and prayer on the day of Loy Krathong festival, the

first full moon around the end of October or November, the end of the rainy season.

Malai A Thai garland usually made from many jasmine buds, used in religious ceremonies

and to pay respect to elders. It can also be used as an apology.
Nark An alloy of bronze, gold and silver, a colour that is bronze led with a hint of gold.

Phan Phum An object for worshipping or paying respect to important beings including the
Buddha, the dharma (doctrine, or teaching), and the sangha (the monastic order,
members of royal families and ancestors). ‘Phan’ is a round tray with a pedestal,
usually in either gold or silver. ‘Phum’ means taper or lotus shape, similar to ‘Phanom
Mue’, which is how Thai people put their palms together at chest level as an
expression of greeting, respect, gratitude and apology. Nowadays, materials used to
form ‘Phum’ consist of candles, silver and gold-coloured fabric. Traditionally, it would

have been made with a repetition of flowers and folded leaves.

Sabai A piece of textile, commonly pleated and used by women to wrap around the breast

and over one shoulder.

XXi



XXii



Chapter 1

Chapter 1 Introduction

1.1 My Life and My Dissatisfaction with the White Bright Mall

When we think of a new multi-million pound luxury retail development opening in a major
cosmopolitan city of the world, we often think of an ultramodern white bright shining
development made of concrete, glass and steel that houses stores of luxury brands. However, as
an individual who once worked full-time for a retail property developer in Thailand and travelled
the world visiting new retail projects, | have become discontent with the stark similarities in retail
design, atmosphere and experience between the luxury retail developments across continents
without having to name the projects. When so many projects are indistinguishable from one
another, they ultimately become common, a word contrary to the exclusive idea of luxury. When |
visit one of these retail developments, | feel that such a project can exist anywhere without any
consideration for the local cultural identity or heritage, apart from featuring retail stores by local

brands.

The faculty of the Winchester School of Art knew about my dissatisfaction with the white bright
mall and asked me to identify a luxury retail development that | adore, and | often gave Liberty
London as an exemplary example of what retail developers should strive for. Despite selling
merchandise from luxury brands, the attractiveness and the differentiation of Liberty from its
London competitors lies not in the merchandise that other developments can also sell, but in the
very English cultural heritage experience it provides through its Tudor revival architecture/interior
and unique exclusive own products that capture the essence of the English culture and lifestyle.
Liberty London will be discussed further in Chapter 2, Section 2.2.4. Furthermore, Liberty London
represents a long-established example in the history of luxury retail development, but in recent
years, especially around the Asia Pacific, new noteworthy luxury retail developments that
attempted to incorporate local heritage have opened, such as Ginza Six in Tokyo, Japan, and
Taikoo Li in Chengdu, China. In Thailand, my birthplace, luxury retail developers are also designing
new developments with Thai heritage, and | am focusing this research on the design of luxury
retail developments in Thailand. | hope that this research will inspire retail developers to dare to
design new projects in their cities with their local heritage too, ending the common white luxury

retail developments.
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1.1.1 My Background in Luxury Retail Development and My Life Goal

| was born in Bangkok, Thailand, and in addition to my birthplace, | have also lived and studied in
the following countries in chronological order: the United States of America, Australia, China, the
Netherlands, and Japan. This wealth of international experience ingrained in me a sense of
advocacy for the appreciation of cultural differences and uniqueness. Growing up abroad as a Thai
person during the 1990s and 2000s, | found that sometimes my country was looked down upon as
a less-developed nation. | often had to boast about the luxury retail developments in Bangkok to
people of high ignorance who never imagined Bangkok as a modern, thriving, cosmopolitan city
and who believed that their world alone was the best. These constant praises of luxury retail
developments in Bangkok would one day land me a job with Siam Piwat, a luxury retail property
developer in Bangkok, where | got to work full-time for nearly five years on the development of
ICONSIAM, one of the two luxury retail properties that this research investigates. After the launch
of ICONSIAM in November 2018, | noticed the phenomenon that ICONSIAM kickstarted in
Thailand and left my full-time position. With this phenomenon in mind, | decided to further my
education with a PhD to generate new knowledge relating to it. | hope this new knowledge may
shine a new light and dimension on Thailand, as a nation that dares to innovate in luxury retail
developments with its own heritage. Lastly, a PhD has always been one of my life goals. | have
always thought about what my personal legacy should be when | am no longer physically here in
this world and | spiritually go to a utopia somewhere. For me, a PhD represents the best legacy of

substance that | may leave behind for this multicultural world.

1.1.2 Defining Luxury Retail Development

For this research, | have intentionally chosen to refer to the department store, the shopping mall
and mixed-use retail development altogether as luxury retail developments. As a retail developer
myself, the department store, the shopping mall and mixed-use retail development actually
represent different types of retail formats due to differences in business models. The department
store acts as the procurer, the marketer and the seller of goods and services to consumers while
the shopping mall mainly operates as the landlord that collects rent from various brands/retailers.
A mixed-use retail development constitutes the next evolution of a retail format where the
development expands to not just focus on retail alone by featuring spaces beyond the
department store and the shopping mall such as offices, hotels, residential buildings and many

more that also provide additional diversified revenue. This research focuses on spatial design
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rather than the management of retail developments.

From a design point of view, the department store, the shopping mall, and the mixed-use retail
developments all theoretically have the same design characteristics that make a space luxurious.
Luxury retail developments from the department store in the mid-19™" Century have contained
the characteristics of sheer size, open access to luxury, controlled themed environment and
architectural innovation. All of these characteristics are interconnected and essential to the
success and luxuriousness of the department store (Miller, 1981; Lancaster, 2000). Architectural
innovation allows for the creation of a larger building. A larger building permits the display of
more merchandise, which can generate more sales due to the increased floor space. More space
also enables themed decorations, creating a controlled thematic environment that immerses
visitors and provides an escapist experience not just for those who purchase but also for people
who only visit. In addition to experiencing the controlled thematic environment, a larger space
allows visitors to browse the array of merchandise anonymously, without the pressure to make a
purchase. The sheer size of the department store can also accommodate a large number of
clients, ensuring its commercial success even without mandatory purchases. Details based on
these characteristics are further discussed in Chapter 2, Section 2.3.1 on the Tangibility and
Intangibility of Luxury. The shopping malls that originated in the United States also continued to
build on these four characteristics (Styhre, 2019). The mixed-use retail development, another US
innovation, also possesses these key attributes, which correlate with features of luxury in
architecture such as innovative architecture, immense scale and the ability to allow people of all
social standings to escape to their fantasies (Condello, 2014). Therefore, the department store,
the shopping mall and the mixed-use retail development all contain the same luxurious
characteristics in their spatial designs. This has caused the research to collectively refer to the
three retail formats discussed above as “luxury retail development”. Finally, it is also crucial to
mention that a luxury retail development may or may not contain stores of luxury brands. It is the
design of the luxury retail development, rather than the featured luxury stores, that allows a

sense of fantastical escapism, a form of luxury championed by retail developers.

Ultimately, as established in the first paragraph of this section, a luxury retail development always
has the primary objective of making money through shopping. A luxury retail development
consistently serves as a prime space for consumption. However, as a retail developer, | can
expertly say that it is naive to generalise that every initiative (including design features) is aimed

directly at making money. A developer often relies more on customer relationship management
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and marketing promotions rather than on the production of design features to generate income.
Sometimes, a design feature represents a vanity project for the developer, showcasing their
greatness and originality over competitors. At times, a developer may also intentionally create a
feature to attract more people to visit the luxury retail development, even if this design does not
directly encourage spending. A developer is also aware that not everyone who visits will make a
purchase, but they understand that it is more likely for a financial transaction to occur if more

people visit and spend a longer duration of time at the retail development.

Moreover, from my experience, | can say that seasonal events and celebrations have become
more of a norm rather than a mere marketing ploy to attract visitors. Due to competition, every
developer is expected to host such events, and if one development doesn’t, visitors can always go
somewhere else. Nevertheless, the luxurious fantastical escapist experience created through the
immersive design environment and seasonal events plays a significant role in the creation of
special moments that cause visitors to lose track of time in the retail development. Thus, the
immersion in the design features and seasonal celebrations may consequentially promote the
mood to consume rather than directly lead to the purchase of goods or services. Bringing in the

masses through events does not always equate to higher revenue.

A developer may also sometimes intentionally create a space specifically to sell certain types of
products or services. This research will also show that some design features are more accessible
to the public, while others are created to promote a particular kind of consumption. Before
delving into the design features investigated by this research, one must first understand the
history of luxury retail developments to fully grasp the discussions that will be made later in this

thesis.

1.2 History of Luxury Retail Developments

1.2.1 The Western Origin of the Luxury Retail Developments

The first luxury retail development began in 1852 in Paris with Le Bon Marche (Lancaster, 2000),
which pioneered the department store as a new retail format (Beaumont, 2006; Crossick &
Jaumain, 2019). Before Le Bon Marche, consumers could only enjoy the luxury shopping

experience at the maison of design houses where the space consisted of several floors with a
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ground floor dedicated to retail and the upper floor to the workshops that produced luxury goods
and the office of the management (Nobbs et al., 2012). The novelty and luxuriousness of the
department store established by Le Bon Marché derives from its sheer size through architectural
innovation that allows a themed controlled environment for everyone to access (Miller, 1981;
Lancaster, 2000). First, Le Bon Marché reached a grand scale of 52,800 sq. m. (Lancaster, 2000)
through the use of steel and glass, an architectural innovation at the time (Miller, 1981; Lancaster,
2000). The use of steel also opened up the floor space and allowed the display of various kinds of
goods in many ‘departments’ like ladies’ ready-to-wear, menswear, shoes, stationery and toys in
one destination (Miller, 1981). Moreover, the wide-open floor space permitted big groups of
people to manoeuvre, and explore incognito (Lancaster, 2000) without having to purchase
anything. Visitors also didn’t need to enquire about the price, due to the price tag, another
novelty innovated and standardised by Le Bon Marché (Miller, 1981; Lancaster, 2000; Beaumont
2016). Architectural innovation also allowed Le Bon Marche to control and theatrically theme its
environment through its displays and decorations to create fantasies for consumers (Miller,

1981).

Unlike the present Le Bon Marché that is owned by LVMH, which sells luxury goods from luxury
brands (LVMH), the 19™-Century Le Bon Marché acted as a seller of mass-produced goods from
industrialisation and exotic luxuries imported from the Orient (Miller, 1981), while the realm of
local luxury goods made in Europe belonged to the maison (Nobbs et al., 2012). Hence, the
merchandise did not actually lead to the luxury experience. The spatial design actually produced
the luxury experience by creating a fantastical sense of escapism. Le Bon Marche represented a
new phenomenon that eventually proliferated across Europe and the rest of the world (Crossick &
Jaumain, 2019). In Paris, other now famous luxury department stores followed the success recipe
pioneered by Le Bon Marché with Printemps in 1865 (Miller, 1981; Lancaster, 2000) that
differentiated from Le Bon Marché with colourful exuberant design (Crossick & Jaumain, 2019)
and Galeries Lafayette opened in 1895 (Miller, 1981; Lancaster, 2000). During the early days of
the Parisian department stores, developers often used designs and images of the Orient in their
retail environments to promote and sell exotic imported oriental goods and mass-produced goods
born through industrialisation simultaneously. For example, Le Bon Marché used an oriental
image of a Moroccan caravan to market toys for children, a type of mass-produced good that had
no relevance to Moroccan culture but became imbued with the exotic luxuriousness of the Orient
(Cogffé & Morice, 2020). More detailed examples of orientalism in the Parisian department stores
will be discussed further in Chapter 2, Section 2.2.4 on Heritagisation through the Context of Thai

Luxury Retail Development. Therefore, the developers intentionally chose to create a sense of
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luxury through escapism to the Orient, a foreign exotic land far from the city in which these

department stores are located.

Across the Atlantic, further luxury retail transformations started to take place in the United States
(Lancaster, 2000; Condello, 2014; Styhre, 2019). Two early department stores in America —
Marshall Field’s, the first department store in North America built in Chicago, and Macy'’s, the first
department store in New York established in 1874 — both imitated the department stores of
France such as Le Bon Marché (Lancaster, 2000). Moreover, they employed European architecture
and sold European fashion to American consumers who looked to Europe as the source of luxury.
The American Midwest, especially in Chicago, also became the cradle for new luxury retail design
innovations (Lancaster, 2000; Condello, 2014). In 1907, Marshall Field’s opened a new
department store, the biggest in the United States at the time, that replaced the previous
European-style building with the modern and simplistic Chicago School of Architecture with a
skylight by Tiffany’s, a local American luxury brand. Marshall Field’s also featured five restaurants
for fine dining (Lancaster, 2000), another form of leisure apart from shopping. Moreover, in 1898,
Chicago made history with the first mixed-use luxury retail complex with the opening of the
Carson, Pirie and Scott department store. Although still designed with European architectural
features and richly ornamented with a molten floral steel facade, the Carson, Pirie and Scott
department store also featured a 12-storey skyscraper for offices, another form of architectural
luxury, right above the department store (Condello, 2014). With the introduction of the office
building above the department store, the developer transformed the development from just a
department store into a mixed-use retail development where people could not only shop but also
work. After the Second World War, the American Midwest also gave birth to the shopping mall,
another revolutionary retail concept that took the idea of a visit to a retail establishment for other
kinds of purposes apart from shopping even further with the creation of Southdale Center, the
world’s first shopping mall, in Minneapolis, designed by Victor Gruen. Victor Gruen innovated by
amalgamating the department store, the highlight of the shopping mall, with arcades of specialist
shops, restaurants and non-retail-related entertainment and civic offerings such as libraries,
theatres, art galleries and health services in a controlled environment with a modernist design
(Styhre, 2019). Unlike the escapism to Europe seen in early American department stores, the
white modernist shopping mall took consumers to a foreign unfamiliar land free from any kind of
heritage (Backes, 1997) and became the prototype for future shopping malls that spread to the
rest of the world (Styhre, 2019). The modern white shopping mall represents a legacy and
heritage of the United States, originating from the American Midwest. The shopping mall is also a

paradoxical heritage, as it is a heritage that erases other cultural heritages, which Backes (1997)
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termed ‘a blank space’, and will be discussed further in Chapter 2, Section 2.4.3 The Utopia, the
City, and the Luxury Retail Development. This idea of a blank space is very powerful and

applicable to cultures worldwide, especially in Asia.

When luxury retail developments emerged in Asia, they represented a Western concept
introduced into Asia (Wang, 2018). In Japan, Mitsukoshi was one of the first Western-style
department stores in Asia. From the beginning, Mitsukoshi had Western-style architecture,
interior design and displays where it sold Western goods. All of these Western features made
Mitsukoshi a destination for Japanese consumers to become modern and Western (Tamari, 2016).
Even early department stores in Communist China copied the West with modernist design rather
than using traditional Chinese designs (Chang et al., 2019). Thailand also followed the convention

to make luxury retail developments foreign and exotic for the local population.

1.2.2 Foreign Inspirations for Luxury Retail Developments in Thailand

From the very beginning, luxury retail developments in Thailand had been foreign in design and
experience. In 1872, Englishman Richard Ramsay established Ramsay & Company as the first
department store in Thailand. Ramsay & Company sold Western fashion (Navimun, 2021; Roy
2017) in a two-storey European-style building (Navimun, 2021), provided by King Rama V, which
was previously an unoccupied royal manor (Roy, 2017). In 1879, another Englishman, Harry
Badman, opened another department store, Harry A. Badman & Co. (Nana, 2017; Navimun 2021),
which also sold imported European goods in the form of accessories, jewelleries, clocks, and
furniture for Thai royalties and aristocrats (Endo, 2013; Nana, 2017; Roy, 2017). Later, in 1907, the
King of Thailand officially opened Badman & Co. in a new three-storey European-style palatial
building (Nana, 2017) developed by the Crown Property Bureau (Roy, 2017). After the Second
World War, Thai businesses began to venture into the development of luxury retail. In 1956,
Central Group launched Central Wang Burapha as the first department store developed and
operated by a Thai company (Feeny et al., 1996; Endo, 2013). More importantly, the owners of
Central drew inspiration from retail formats that they observed during their trips abroad. Central
also held sole distribution rights to many imported Western items in Thailand (Endo, 2013). In
1964, Daimaru from Japan, another foreign culture, opened Thai Daimaru, the first Japanese
department store in Bangkok which also appealed to the elite of Bangkok in competition with

Central (Feeny et al., 1996). Viraphol (1976) mentioned that Thai Daimaru sold products imported
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from Japan, considered luxuries! for the Thai population, and claimed that the general public
opinion favoured a ban on the import of Japanese luxuries due to Thailand’s trade deficit with
Japan during the 1970s. The issue of the trade deficit and capital flowing out of Thailand will be
discussed further at the end of this section. Despite its Japanese heritage and the retail of
imported Japanese luxuries, Thai Daimaru created a modern building that also featured escalators

for the first time in Thailand, an innovation and a luxury at the time (Unaldi, 2014).

Later in 1973, Siam Piwat, another Thai luxury retail developer which started off in 1959 as a hotel
developer and operator of the Siam Intercontinental Hotel, opened Siam Center next to the hotel
as the first international standard shopping mall in Thailand (Unaldi, 2013). In 1974, Central
opened its flagship Central Chidlom department store on the same road as Siam Center (Endo,
2013). In the 1980s, another plot of land on the same road between Siam Center and Central
Chidlom, formerly Phetchabun Palace, was developed into a mega shopping centre called the
World Trade Center by the Crown Property Bureau. After successions of retail operators, the
name finally changed to Central World after Central Group took over the lease of the
development. Originally, Central World was going to be named the Wang Phetchabun
Department Store, but the developer neglected the local heritage for a name that was more
international instead (Unaldi, 2014). In 1997, the Mall Group, another retail developer, also
opened a shopping mall called “The Emporium” with the use of a French architecture firm. In
1997, Siam Piwat also opened Siam Discovery, a mixed-use retail development next to Siam
Center with a 30-storey office building called Siam Piwat Tower right above. In 2001, Siam Piwat
and the Mall Group began to develop Siam Paragon in a joint venture on the former site of the
Siam Intercontinental Hotel between Siam Center and Central World. Siam Paragon also
employed the same French architecture firm that designed The Emporium. In the early conceptual
development, the architect drew inspiration from Parc André Citroén in Paris (Unaldi, 2013). Siam
Paragon opened in 2005 and became one of the largest and most high-end shopping malls in

Thailand at the time (Endo, 2013).

During the 2010s, three more luxury retail developments opened on the same road again. In

2011, between The Emporium and Central Chidlom, another developer called LH Mall & Hotel

|t is important to note that Japanese luxuries don’t imply just traditional Japanese goods. By the
1970s, Japan was already in its post-war economic miracle, and Japanese goods also included
modern products like cosmetics and electronics.

30



Chapter 1

opened Terminal 21 (LH Mall & Hotel, 2022), the design of which imitates an airport terminal so
that customers can gain a sense of escapism by immersing themselves in themed decorations and
art installations inspired by various foreign destinations, such as Tokyo, Rome, Paris, London, the
Caribbean and America (Vukadin et al., 2018). In 2014, Central Group opened Central Embassy
right next to its flagship Central Chidlom Department Store. Central Embassy is a mixed-use retail
complex with the luxury Park Hyatt hotel. The development was named Central Embassy because
the land once belonged to the British Embassy. Central also employed Amanda Levete, a British
architect. Levete claimed to draw inspiration from Thai culture and heritage (Gerc, 2014).
However, Gerc (2014) argued that the finished design resembled Levete’s previous design of
Selfridges in Birmingham with the aluminium-cladded exterior facade and ultra-white, clean and
minimal interior. Thus, Central Embassy contains design similarity to a foreign luxury retail
development and a design that contrasted with the local culture, which will be discussed further
in Section 1.4 on Thailand and its Idea of Luxury. In August 2022, Central Group finalised the deal
to purchase Selfridges Group. The inspiration and aspiration of Central has now become its

acquisition (Van, 2022). Figure 1.1 below depicts the Central Embassy by Levete.

it
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Figure 1.1 Central Embassy Designed by Amanda Levete

(Sombunjaroen, 2022)

A year after the grand opening of Central Embassy, the Mall Group opened EmQuartier opposite
The Emporium in 2015 (Satrusayang, 2015). EmQuartier features an ultra-white, modern, curvy
exterior and a vertical garden by the French botanist Patrick Blanc right inside (Boiffils). Therefore,
all of the luxury retail developments discussed above embody foreign exotic lands for the Thai

population. Furthermore, every luxury retail development, apart from Daimaru, which no longer
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exists, features the West in one way or another, from imported Western merchandise, designs
inspired by Western developments and Western standards, to the employment of Western
designers. A Thai retail developer can instantly claim to be a luxurious space simply by promoting
foreign designers who designed the environment, international brands that retail within the

development, or overseas artists who created installations for the retail space.

The myriad ways in which Thai retail developers embrace the West also reveal a fundamental
issue with modern white luxury Thai retail developments, particularly concerning the outflow of
capital from Thailand and the distribution of wealth through investment and consumption.
Starting with the investment aspect, first and foremost, the production of a luxury retail
development requires capital. A developer uses part of the investment capital to employ
specialists such as architects, landscape architects, engineers, and retail planners. These
specialists are typically well-educated individuals with experience, of which there are few in
society. If the expert employed is foreign, the money also flows out of Thailand. A retail
development also requires construction materials such as glass, steel, and concrete, and payment
for these materials tends to go to major construction material companies, meaning money flows
into already wealthy and established corporations. The international brands that rent spaces from
the developer also have to invest in their own stores, with more money again going to the major
construction material companies. Moreover, luxury stores around the world, excluding flagship
stores, usually adhere to the same standards for retail design (Thomas, 2008; Moore et al., 2010),
and this international standard often results in capital flowing towards international suppliers of
these major foreign brands rather than companies within Thailand. Therefore, direct investment

benefits only a few in Thai society or even flows out of the country.

The context of consumption presents further problems regarding the distribution of capital. When
a person buys a product from a foreign brand within a luxury retail development, seven percent of
the value goes back to the Thai government in the form of VAT. Imported goods also have tariffs
that provide additional income for the government. A portion of this purchase is also shared with
the developer, either as rent or as shared revenue in the form of a commission from the brand.
However, after deductions by the government and the developer, the foreign brand retains the
majority of the money, which contributes to keeping the majority of the Thai population poor. |
am not saying that foreign companies do not bring benefits to the Thai economy. Foreign
companies employ Thai people and pay corporate tax, but ultimately, it is essential to ensure that

more Thai people benefit, particularly from foreign investments and local consumption. This issue
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also ties into theoretical critiques of consumerism exacerbated by luxury retail developments.

Benjamin (2002) wrote,

“For the first time in history, with the establishment of department stores,
consumers begin to consider themselves a mass... Hence, the circus-like and

theatrical element of commerce is quite extraordinarily heightened.” (p. 45)

This statement by Benjamin prompts one to consider what the mass of Thai society, primarily
consuming at retail developments in major cities, really represents nowadays. Although the circus
theatrically referred to the environment of the retail development, in the context of Thailand,
behind the facade of the modern city exemplified by luxury retail developments, the Thai people
have been deceived by this circus of capitalist corporate consumerism. It appears to showcase
Thailand as a robust economy but simultaneously keeps the country generally poor through the
concentration of wealth and the outflow of capital from the nation. According to the World Bank
(2024), Thailand ranked 27th in the world economically, with a GDP of 514,944.99 million USD,
just behind Austria, as an upper-middle-income nation. Thailand also reduced the poverty rate
from 58% in 1990 to 6.8% in 2020. However, 79% of the Thai people in poverty remain in rural
provinces. In terms of wealth concentration, Phongpaichit & Baker (2017) also claimed that
Thailand is a highly inequitable nation, with most of the wealth concentrated around Bangkok,
and the top one percent of the population controlling fifty percent of the country's total income
generated through investment and rent. As discussed earlier, Thai luxury retail developments

contribute to the societal and economic structural problems in Thailand.

The societal and economic structural conundrums in Thailand, in which Thai luxury retail
developments have also played a role, correlate with the theoretical writings of Baudrillard (1998)
in The Consumer Society. Baudrillard investigated various spaces of consumption, including
department stores in Paris, and critiqued modern-day consumption as a vicious cycle because
people superfluously and perpetually consumed in pursuit of limitless economic growth. This

economic growth always resulted in social inequality, where Baudrillard claimed,
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“Whether growth is egalitarian or inegalitarian, we shall say that growth itself
which is a function of inequality. It is the need of the inegalitarian social order -
the social structure of privilege - to maintain itself that produces and reproduces
growth as its strategic element. To put it yet another way, the internal autonomy
of (technological, economic) growth is weak and secondary by comparison with

that determination by the social structure. ” (Baudrillard, 1998, p. 53)

These ideas of growth as a function of inequality and as the determinant of a privileged social
structure have also manifested in Thailand and its luxury retail developments, as discussed earlier.
Moreover, growth requires consumption, and in modern consumer society, Baudrillard stated
that consumers give importance to ‘heroes of consumption.’ Heroes of consumption are
individuals who project an image of affluence by flaunting their personal consumption, ironically
keeping themselves poor by constantly spending beyond their needs to appear rich. More ironies
arise because these heroes of consumption also influence others to buy objects they do not
actually need, merely to fulfil a superficial value. This value may appear as a collective societal
value, but Baudrillard mentioned the paradox where the value of personal individualism actually
drives consumption. However, consumers are not individuals but rather a collective of social
conformists. People who may consider themselves individuals are, in reality, subject to
corporations and capitalist organisations that perpetuate the vicious cycle of consumption and
societal disequilibrium. Against social consumption fuelled by personal interests, Baudrillard

(1998) argued,

“Without that anticipation and reflexive potentialization of enjoyment in
the 'collective consciousness’, consumption would merely be what it is and
would not be such a force for social integration. It would merely be a richer,

more lavish, more differentiated mode of subsistence than before.” (p. 194)

In this concluding statement by Baudrillard, a ‘collective consciousness’ is required to prevent
consumption from enforcing social inequality and to promote greater social integration. Past Thai
luxury retail developments that embraced the West mainly fuelled inequality. However, new
luxury retail developments such as ICONSIAM and Central Ayutthaya, which incorporate Thai
cultural heritage, a form of collective consciousness, may have the potential to integrate more of

Thai society than before, while revealing other forms of social exclusion.
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Chapter 1

1.3 Luxury Retail Developments Designed with Thai Heritage

1.3.1 Case Study 1: ICONSIAM

The practice of Thai retail developers using foreign lands as inspiration in the design was
disrupted by the grand opening of ICONSIAM at the end of 2018, next to the river and far away
from the one major commercial road where all the other major luxury retail developments are
located. ICONSIAM boasted the concept of “the best of Thailand meets the best of the world”
(Losmithgul, 2018) with 750,000 sq. m of retail space, including a 25,000 sg. m luxury wing called
ICONLUXE (Jitpleecheep, 2018), about half the size of Le Bon Marché in Paris (Lancaster, 2000).
ICONSIAM also features two ultra-luxury residential towers (Yuda, 2018), the 70-storey Magnolia
Waterfront Residence standing as the tallest skyscraper in Bangkok (Richmont’s, 2021) and the
54-storey first Mandarin Oriental Residence in South East Asia, a luxury hospitality brand that
originated in Thailand with the first hotel built in Bangkok in the 19™ century (Xinying, 2019).
Figure 1.2 below depicts the river-facing side of ICONSIAM with a glimpse of one of the residential
towers on the right and stained-glass mosaic mural, a technique used in the temple of the
Emerald Buddha inside the Grand Palace of Bangkok, which depicts a traditional Thai scenery with
famous landmarks such as temples, pagodas and images of the Buddha. Chapter 4 Section 4.1

provides detailed descriptions of the design features at ICONSIAM. Lastly, this research chose

ICONSIAM as Case Study 1 for its investigation.

Figure 1.2 ICONSIAM’s River-Facing Side Taken from ICONPARK

(Sombunjaroen, 2022)
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1.3.2 Case Study 2: Central Ayutthaya

ICONSIAM constitutes just one example in which the developer intentionally chose to invoke Thai
heritage as the design inspiration for its luxury retail development. On 30" November 2021,
Central Group opened Central Ayutthaya as the biggest mixed-use retail development of the
region in the former Thai capital of Ayutthaya. The developer described the concept of Central
Ayutthaya as the ‘Capital of Wonders’ to display the grandeur of a city filled with UNESCO World
Heritage sites. Customers can also take photos with redesigned landmarks of Ayutthaya (Bangkok
Post, 2021). Figure 1.3 below depicts the exterior of Central Ayutthaya from the entrance that
faces the city hall of Ayutthaya. The fagade and floor are completely covered in red bricks, a
construction material synonymous with the city image of Ayutthaya, due to the many historical
red brick ruins of palaces and temples. Moreover, the entrances also invoke the traditional Thai
aquatic way of life with an artificial pond filled with blossoming water lilies, an arched timbre
bridge and a traditional Thai wooden boat that visitors can get on to take photos. The red brick
facade also has an arched triangular roof rather than a flat horizontal roof to reference the gable
in traditional Thai architecture. Moreover, the public square in front of the entrance also features
traditional bamboo benches and parasols for the recreation of visitors. As a result, Central
Ayutthaya was chosen as Case Study 2 for this research. Chapter 4 Section 4.2 gives a

comprehensive description of the design at Central Ayutthaya.

Figure 1.3  Red Brick Entrance of Central Ayutthaya

(Sombunjaroen, 2022)
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Chapter 1

1.3.3 Future Luxury Retail Developments that Claimed to Incorporate Thai Heritage

ICONSIAM and Central Ayutthaya represent just the beginning of the research’s phenomenon. At
least two more luxury retail developments that have claimed to incorporate Thai heritage will
open in Bangkok within the next few years. In 2023, the first phase of One Bangkok, a 2.85 billion
GBP mixed-use development with five office towers, five luxury hotels, three residential buildings
and four retail zones, was supposed to open to the public (Hicks, 2019). As of the end of 2023, the
first phase was delayed for 2024 instead (Hollis, 2023). The official website of One Bangkok states
in its vision that One Bangkok will incorporate the history of Bangkok and the essence of Thailand
(One Bangkok, 2018). Just around the corner from One Bangkok, Central Group, in a joint venture
with Dusit Thani, a Thai luxury hospitality group, also plans to open Dusit Central Park in 2024.
Dusit Central Park is a 1.1 billion GBP development that will feature three towers: a residential
tower, a hotel tower and an office tower that sits over a retail complex (Burgos, 2022). The official
website of Dusit Central Park claims the project is a new landmark inspired by Bangkok and Thai
heritage (Dusit Central Park, 2021). Therefore, the phenomenon of designing a luxury retail

development with local heritage is just beginning.

1.4  Thailand and Its Idea of Luxury

This research also requires a degree of cultural knowledge of Thailand and its luxuries in order to
understand the discussions, the insights and the findings made in the later chapters. As a result,
the research also needs to introduce the idea of Thai luxuries which is opulent, maximalist,
vibrant, sparkly, colourful, intricate and, most importantly, multicultural. Thai luxuries also
represent a stark contrast to the modern white minimal luxury retail development. The
understanding of Thai luxuries starts with the comprehension of Thai history and the concept of
statehood in Thailand. Thai history manifests in four major periods: Sukhothai [1238], Ayutthaya
[1351], Thonburi [1767] and Rattanakosin [1782 to present day], one of the names of Bangkok.
Each period derives from the name of the capital city of Thailand during that time. In the past, the
capital city from a Thai point of view represented the most prominent and dominant city that
claimed suzerainty and granted protection over smaller and less powerful cities in the region in

return for allegiances and resources (London 2009; Smith, 2017; Chakrabongse, 2019).

The Kingdom of Thailand started in 1238 when the rulers of Sukhothai freed Thailand from the

influence of the Khmer. The Sukhothai Period saw the adoption of foreign cultures and the
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formation of the Thai identity. After more than a century of Sukhothai dominance over Thailand,
the power of the city faded with internal fighting between princes, and Sukhothai became a vassal
to another Thai city established around 1351 to the south called Ayutthaya. Ayutthaya became
the capital of Thailand for the next 419 years. Ayutthaya represented the longest period in Thai
history and witnessed the prosperity of traditional Thai luxuries in the royal court and the
temples. This prosperity came to an end in 1767 when the Burmese sacked, looted and burned
Ayutthaya to the ground, and the Thonburi period began when King Taksin repelled the Burmese,
established Thonburi as his capital and spent most of the time restoring stability rather than
reviving the lost splendour of Ayutthaya. The Thonburi period lasted only 15 years after the
nobility revolted against King Taksin’s growing madness and religious fanaticism. At the end of
Taksin’s reign, the throne passed to General Chakri. In 1782, General Chakri moved the capital to
the opposite side of the Chao Phraya River and established Bangkok as the capital of the Chakri
dynasty (London, 2009; Baker & Phongpaichit, 2017; Smith, 2017; Chakrabongse, 2019), which has
ruled Thailand to the present day. All Chakri Kings are also referred as Rama (Chakrabongse,
2019). Thailand today is still a monarchy, and throughout its history, its luxuries have been
associated with the royal court. Furthermore, most Thai luxuries originated from abroad, but the
royal court made these luxuries Thai by adapting their designs to the Thai maximalist preference

for colour, vibrancy and intricacy.

1.4.1 The Shining Temples and Buddhas

Since the Sukhothai period, temples have been the most important building in Thai cities and
towns throughout the kingdom (Smith, 2017; Chakrabongse, 2019). In the past, only the temple
itself was allowed the luxury of construction with long-lasting durable materials such as bricks and
stucco, while other buildings, even palaces, were made from wood (London 2009). King
Ramkamhaeng of Sukhothai levied his subjects to build more temples when he decreed that the
temple represented the heart of religion, education and the art in Thailand (Smith, 2017), because
a Thai temple traditionally functioned not just as the house of worship but also as an educational
institution for men to study various subjects and the social space to host festivals for men and
women to meet in order to find a match for marriage (Chakrabongse, 2019). Therefore, the
temple became the epicentre of various activities for Thai communities. Furthermore, a person
has to do a good deed to gain good karma in Buddhist teaching (London, 2009; Smith 2017), and
one of the ways for Thai elites to use their wealth to gain a good deed has been the patronage for
the construction of buildings that could benefit many people in society (Baker & Phongpaichit,

2017; Chakrabongse, 2019). The temple represented the most traditional Thai option, but in
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modern times, hospitals, schools and libraries are also acceptable (Chakrabongse, 2019). Thai
citizens also donate objects to the temples to make good merit and residents of more affluent

areas usually donate more expensive and grander items to the temple (London, 2009).

Thai Kings throughout history have been the biggest patrons and supporters of temples. Firstly,
King Ramkhamhaeng of Sukhothai (1279 — 1298) established diplomatic relations with Sri Lanka
(London, 2009; Chakrabongse), the centre of Buddhism at the time, and brought a foreign luxury
over from abroad in the form of a bronze image of the Buddha called “Phra Buddha Sihing”
(Chakrabongse, 2019), which became the inspiration for other Buddha images made in Thailand
that were enshrined in temples throughout the kingdom (Baker & Phongpaichit, 2017;
Chakrabongse, 2019). During the Ayutthaya era, Kings of Ayutthaya built over 100 temples, and
one of the temples contained a statue of the Buddha bathed in 272 kilograms of gold
(Chakrabongse, 2019). Most kings initiated a temple construction project after taking the crown
and made grander and more luxurious temples, outdoing their predecessors. Around the end of
the Ayutthaya era, the city became inundated with new temples mostly built by the nobility who

also joined the royal tradition in constructing temples for the public (Baker & Phongpaichit, 2017).

In the chaotic 15 years of the Thonburi period, King Taksin did not build any new temple (Baker &
Phongpaichit, 2017), a luxury even the King could not afford. However, by the beginning of
Bangkok, King Rama | patronised the education of monks and built more temples again (London,
2009; Baker & Phongpaichit, 2017). King Rama |1l (1824-1851) built nine new temples and
repaired over 90 during his reign. He also commissioned the 27-metre reclining Buddha made
from bricks and covered in gold, and the mural around this reclining Buddha acted as a picture
library on religion, medicine, astrology, history and other subjects, emphasising the role of the
temple as the place of learning in Thai society. King Rama IV built five new temples during his
reign (Chakrabongse, 2019). By the beginning of the 3™ millennium, Thailand consisted of more
than 24,000 temples and monasteries (London, 2009). ICONSIAM and Central Ayutthaya also
contain many explicit and implicit features similar to Thai temples that the research will discuss

further in Chapter 6, section 6.2.
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1.4.2 The Golden Royal Court of Siam

The Thai preference for gold isn’t confined to just the temples. Gold became associated with
luxury in Thai culture in the royal court too. In 1630, Joost Schouten, a Dutch officer of the Dutch
East India Company, described the palace complex of Ayutthaya as buildings and towers
completely covered with gold (Baker & Phongpaichit, 2016). Gold was not just in the design of the
palace but also in the palace laws known as the Three Seals Code that governed and dictated the
rituals and etiquette of the Thai Royal Court with sumptuary laws relating to gold. Although only
an estimate of 10% of the Palace Laws survived the sacking of Ayutthaya in 1767 (Chakrabongse,
2019), the surviving documents provided tremendous accounts on the role of gold in regulating
royal life and social privileges. For example, the Palace Laws dictated that the King had to bath in
17 royal ceremonies to cleanse inauspiciousness from the Kingdom. During this ceremonial
bathing, the King bathed in a golden tub with scented and flowered water. Furthermore, the King
often used golden objects associated with auspiciousness like umbrellas, lotuses, eggs and plates
during royal ceremonies (Baker & Phongpaichit, 2016). The Palace Laws of Ayutthaya also
regulated members of the royal family with different titles that come with different privileges
related to gold. For instance, a Great Prince was entitled to a three-tiered aphirom?, a carriage
decorated in an alloy of gold, silver and nark® and a flat seat golden throne with no arms or back
(Baker & Phongpaichit, 2016). This metallic alloy combination of gold, silver and nark will be seen

in a design feature at ICONSIAM discussed in Chapter 4, section 4.6.2.

Gold also played a role in diplomacy, as cities under the dependencies or protection of Ayutthaya
from Chiang Mai in the north to Malacca in the south sent flowers/trees made from gold and
silver as offerings to the Kings of Ayutthaya (Baker & Phongpaichit, 2016). King Rama | had a
forest of these gold and silver offerings after he was able to regain suzerainty over neighbouring
states once under the influence of Ayutthaya (Chakrabongse, 2019). During the reign of King
Rama IV, the royal family of Laos still sent golden and silver trees as tributes to the king
(Leonowens, 2020). A Thai golden object that serves as a symbol of respect and homage similar
to and related to these gold and silver trees also serves as an inspiration for one of the main
design features at Central Ayutthaya that will be investigated in Chapter 4 Section 4.6.3.
Moreover, the use of the colour gold plays an important role in the design of both ICONSIAM and

Central Ayutthaya too.

2 a specific kind of umbrella with a tall, long handle, with multiple tiers used as regalia in a royal
procession or planted above their thrones.
3 An alloy of bronze, gold and silver, a colour that is bronze led with a hint of gold.

40



Chapter 1

For the construction of Bangkok, King Rama | aimed at building palaces and temples that
epitomised the lost golden city of Ayutthaya (Bunnag et al., 1984; Suksri & Freeman, 1996; Baker
& Phongpaichit, 2017; Chakrabongse, 2019). The King employed experts who survived and
escaped the sacking of Ayutthaya. The King also torn down the ruins of Ayutthaya as construction
materials for the new capital (Baker & Phongpaichit, 2017; Chakrabongse, 2019), where the
exterior walls of the palaces and temples of the Grand Palace were decorated with gold and
sparkling stained-glass tiles (Suksri & Freeman, 1996; Chakrabongse, 2019), while the interior of
the palaces from the ceiling to all the walls immersed the courtiers with gilded motifs and
patterns (Suksri & Freeman, 1996). Thai artisans painted the ceiling of traditional Thai palaces
ablaze with crimson red and gold (Suksri & Freeman, 1996; Chakrabongse, 2019) and gilded the
walls with patterns and murals depicting sceneries based on Hindu cosmology (Suksri & Freeman,

1996; London 2009). Figure 1.4 below shows the Grand Palace in Bangkok.

Figure 1.4 The Grand Palace of Bangkok, Built to the Image of the Lost City of Ayutthaya

(Sombunjaroen, 2023)

143 The Westernisation of Palaces and the Incorporation of Thai Heritage

During the reign of King Rama Il, the appreciation of foreign architecture started in the royal court
when the King commissioned a garden with several islands in a lake connecting bridges of various
styles and Chinese pagodas and European pavilions in the Grand Palace. King Rama IV later built
the Saranrom Palace next to the Grand Palace completely in the Western neo-classical style
(Chakrabongse, 2019), while Suksri & Freeman (1996) attributed the design as Palladian, both

Western-style architectures. The royal court later utilised the Saranrom Palace as the residence
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for visiting dignitaries and later as the office of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Despite King Rama
IV’'s attempt to Westernise, Prince Oscar of Sweden, who stayed at the palace, ironically described

the architecture as oriental (Suksri & Freeman, 1996).

During the reign of King Rama V, the King also followed in the footsteps of his father by ordering a
construction of a new palace within the complex of the Grand Palace called the ‘Chakri Maha
Prasart’, which contained three Thai spired roofs with the main building built in the Italian style as
the first noteworthy adaptation and fusion of Western-style architecture with Thai design in
Thailand (King 2017; Chakrabongse, 2019). The hired British architect, John Chinitz, initially
designed the palace entirely in the Italian neo-classical style with three domes to emphasise the
King’s leaning toward Western ideals, but Somdet Chao Phraya Sri Suriyawong, the former regent
during King Rama V’s childhood years as King, re-convinced the King to maintain a Thai identity
with Thai-style spires (Suksri & Freeman, 1996; King 2017). The notion of the golden spires will be
discussed for the case of ICONSIAM in Chapter 4, Section 4.5.1. More importantly for this
research, the example of the Chakri Maha Prasart with its fusion of Thai and Western architecture
shows the idea of combining cultures into a novel creation. This idea represents a quintessential
part of the production process that this research has termed as heritagisation, which will be
discussed further in the literature review in Chapter 2 and seen in the observations in Chapter 4
with analyses of the in-depth interviews in Chapter 5. Figure 1.5 below reveals the Chakri Maha

Prasart with the three Thai spires and the European facade.

Figure 1.5 The Chakri Maha Prasart in Bangkok

(Sombunjaroen, 2023)
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In 1900, King Rama V attempted again to build an Italian-style Carrara marble palace with a dome
called Ananta Samakhom Throne Hall and employed a group of Italian architects and engineers
who received a brief to emulate the design of St Paul’s Cathedral in London and St Peter’s in
Rome. By 1907, groups of Italians arrived in Thailand to start the project. However, King Rama V
would not get to see the palace’s completion in 1915, as he passed away on 23" October 1910
(Lazara & Piazzardi, 1996). Although architecturally Western, a synergy between Thailand and
Italy manifested in the golden fresco inside by Italian artist Galileo Chini that combined Italian
aesthetics, such as cherubs inspired by Thai children, with Thai creatures from the Garuda to the
white elephants (Suksri & Freeman, 1996; Lazara & Piazzardi, 1996). The utilisation of imagery of

traditional Thai creatures in various design features has also been observed in both case studies.

1.4.4 Chivalry, Warfare and the White Elephants

In terms of traditional creatures, the elephant also constitutes another form of luxury in Thai
culture. The elephant is considered a luxury in Thai society because it represents an expensive
possession with high upkeep (Bullen, 2023). Jany (2020) also mentioned the elephant as a
valuable animal in Thai history due to its use in warfare, labour, and even for the judicial
punishment of criminals. For those who could afford elephants, during times of warfare, an
elephant battle was the noblest form of combat (Chakrabongse, 2019). Moreover, the King,
members of the Royal family, and aristocrats rode on elephants behind walking soldiers during
Royal processions (Patterson, 2012), making the elephant a mode of transportation that signified
status. Thai Kings even used elephants as a form of restitution (Smith, 2017) and as diplomatic
gifts (Bullen, 2023). Even in the 20th century, the elephant was still used as a form of payment

due to its value in Thai society (London, 2009).

Out of all the elephants, the white elephant (albino in the Thai language) was the most luxurious
(Chakrabongse, 2019; Leonowens, 2020). According to Thai laws, any white elephants discovered
within Thailand must be presented and given to the King, a luxury reserved only for kings in the
region (London, 2009; Baker & Phongpaichit, 2017; Leonowens, 2020). Under the Palace Laws of
Ayutthaya, the King granted great rewards to those who could capture a white elephant for the
crown (Baker & Phongpaichit, 2016). In 1874, a white elephant could fetch a price of 50,000 USD
(Bullen, 2023), estimated at $1,377,960.53 when adjusted for inflation in 2024 (In2013Dollars,
2024). The rarity of the white elephant derives from a very rare mutated recessive gene that a

white elephant must inherit from both parents (Parker, 2004). King Maha Chakrapat of Ayutthaya
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held the record for possessing the most white elephants, with seven (Smith, 2017; Chakrabongse,
2019). This caused the King of Burma, who owned no white elephants, to declare war on
Ayutthaya when the King of Thailand declined his request for two white elephants (Baker &
Phongpaichit, 2017; Chakrabongse, 2019). At the end of the war, King Maha Chakrapat gave the
King of Burma two white elephants as part of the peace settlement and ordered his subjects to
search for more white elephants to ensure his prestige remained unmatched by the King of
Burma (Smith, 2017). Baker & Phongpaichit (2017) mentioned that beautiful women, white
elephants, jewels, and gold mines in Thailand were among the reasons for Burma’s constant
attacks on Thailand. Thus, the white elephant became one of the rare objects of value, similar to

gold and precious stones, that kings in the region went to war over.

Apart from its rarity, the white elephant is also a divine creature in Thai culture. Thai people
worship the white elephant like a deity (Leonowens, 2020) and white elephants were kept
exclusively by Thai Kings because the white elephant represented the nation’s glory and
happiness, an influence from India in the form of Brahman belief (Smith, 2017; Chakrabongse,
2019). The white elephant represented kingship to the point that a Thai Ambassador to the Court
of St James during the reign of King Rama IV used the simile “beautiful and majestic as a white
elephant” to describe Queen Victoria (Leonowens, 2020) with the utmost respectful intention.
King Rama IV also incorporated the white elephant into the first European style order and chivalry
in Thailand called ‘the Order of the White Elephant’ (Chakrabongse, 2019). This represents a
European concept with a Thai heritage. Figure 1.6 on the next page shows the white elephant on
the medal next to the red sash for the Knight Grand Cross (First Class) of the Order of the W