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The Siamese Chakra Flag’s
Mistaken Description of 1817

Pluethipol PRACHUMPOL
Andrew Poh Kiang KHOR

Abstract

King Rama I’s flag for Siam (now Thailand) bore a
white chakra (wheel-shaped bladed throwing weap-
on) on a red background. In 1817, a French maritime
book printed an erroneous description and image of
the flag, replacing the chakra with a yellow sun. This
error appears to have propagated through Western
flag charts.
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The First Thai National Flag with a Chakra

Scholars disagree on the date of the first national flag
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Figure 1. The first national flag of Thailand
(Siam).
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Figure 2. Flag Regulations for the Kingdom of
Siam, 1900.
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Figure 3. Rama 1 and his successors, through
Rama X.

of Thailand (“Siam” until 1939) to bear the chakra,

but it definitely originated in
the reign of King Rama I (1782
—1809). [The Booklet of Thai
Flags, Thailand Fine Arts
Department, 1977.]

It bore a white chakra—a
throwing weapon shaped like a
wheel—on a red background,
and represented Siam at sea

(fig. 1).

Some flag historians believe
that Siam used a solid-red flag
as early as 1656, and that com-
moners continued to use it until
1840.

The first internal documentation
of the Thai national flag was
published in Flag Regulations
for the Kingdom of Siam, pub-
lished in 1900 (fig. 2).

The Chakri Dynasty of Thai-
land

In the late 1700s, Rama I (fig.
3) adopted the name “Chakri”
for the royal dynasty of Siam,
which continues today under
King Rama X.
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Le pavillon de Siam est rouge cramoisi , avec un sole1l d’or.
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The Chakra—Chakri Connection
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Figure 4. Lord Narayana, carrying a chakra.

The name of the Chakri Dynas-
ty derives from the chakra, the
weapon of the Hindu deity Lord
Narayana (one of the thousand
names for Vishnu, the protector

god).

According to Thai legend,
every king in the dynasty is a
reincarnation of Lord Narayana,
who carries a chakra (fig. 4).

Mistaking the Chakra for a Sun

The chakra, a symbol less familiar to Western eyes,

was at times mistaken in European flag sources,

depicted instead as a sun.
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Figure 5. French book on naval practices, 1817.

One example occurred in the
book Précis des Pratiques de
L’Art Naval, en France en Es-
pagne et en Angleterre (Summary
of the Practices of Naval Art in
France, Spain and England), by
Jean Baptiste Antoine Babron,
and published in 1817 (fig. 5).

The pattern of the Siamese flag is
described as “Le pavilion de Siam
est rouge cramoisi, avec un soleil
d’or.” (“The flag of Siam is crim-
son red, with a golden sun.”)
(figs. 6-7).

Siam.
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Figure 6. The mistaken description of the flag of Siam, substituting “sun” for “chakra”.
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Le pavillon ordinaire des Maures est rouge , dentelé de blanc, et

E ‘porte une paire de grands ciscaux d'argent; il y en aun autre qui
N El © | est rouge, avec une bande verte du quart de sa hauteur , en haut;

ilest carré.

its multiple blades may have
resembled a sun with rays.

Pégu.
27 h paullon du Pégn est ronge, ?wrdé de jaune , chargé d’un soleil
i an-;ux, ou bleu avec un soleil d'or.
i Chine.
| Te pavillon ordinaire de Chine cit blane, chargé d'an dngon d
~ d'or, griffon, magot et autres figures hi
il y enaun autre quiest de quatre bandes horizontales : la- premum
‘rue, Ja seconde bleue , la troisiéme rouge et la quatriéme blanche.
Pavillon du rebelle Christophe.
~ Le pavillon durebelle Christophe est de deux bandes horizontales :
in‘mpdrienn est d'un bleu foncé, inférieure rouge de sang.
Pavillon du rebelle Pétion.
Le pasillon de Pétion est formé de deux bandes verticales : la pre-

miére , prés la gaine, estd’un rouge vif; la seconde, qui l‘orme Ja
queue, est d’anblen sombre.

Pavillon d’Ecumeur de mer ou de Pirate.
Le pavillon d’Ecumeur de mer ou de pirate est rouge de sang et
" porte unbras armé d'un sabre; a droite estune téte de mort avec des
os enlauloir, et gauche est un sablier : le tout noir (ou de sable).
Buenos-Ayres (1).
Le pavillon des insurgés de Buenos-Ayres a deux bandes verticales :
la premiére, prés la gaine, est d’un vert vif, la queue est jaune.

(1) Las pavillons des insurgés espagnols et portgais ont ué pris dans les papicrs
#urangers ot dieriny avee la plus grande attention , verbatim,
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Figure 7. The full page from the 1817 French book
describing the flag of Siam.

;BEPE’J@E'LﬁﬁBHEWﬁTHﬁ(% (ER) » &X— The accompanying illustration in the book shows the

ey i - sun replacing the chakra (fig. 8). This error likely
AR PTRE AR S HOPS T A propagated through Western flag charts of the era, as

11826 EE'J skEEEHEEM R (B9) - shown on a German chart of 1826 (fig. 9).
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Figures 8-9. The flag of Siam erroneously showing a sun rather than a chakra in 1817 and in 1826
(labeled as “obsolete™).
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