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Female Renunciants
(nang chi)
in Siam
According to Early Travellers' Accounts
Peter Skilling

In a recent article I attempted to trace the history of the order of Buddhist nuns
(Pali bhikkhunf, Sanskrit bhik$U1:zf) in India and abroad on the basis of inscriptions
and historical accounts.l I could not find any incontrovertible inscriptional
evidence for the existence of the order of nuns in Siam or anywhere else in
mainland or insular South-East Asia during any period. Literary evidence,
however, suggests that there may have been fully ordained nuns in the central
Malay Peninsula-in the kingdom of P' an-p' an and in Srivijaya-in the 7th
century. It is at any rate clear that when the Sinhalese Vinaya lineage was
introduced to Siam and neighbouring regions in the 13th and 14th centuries, the
bhikkhunf ordination lineage was not introduced, since it had already died out
in Ceylon by the lOth century. That is to say, there has been no institution of fully
ordained nuns (bhikkhunf-sarrzgha) in Siam since that time.
The urge or need to live apart from the world-whether from devotion or
from dissatisfaction with or frustration in worldly pursuits-transcends gender
boundaries: it is common to men and women. While for men there existed the
formal institution of the monkhood (bhikkhunf-sarrzgha ), into which they could
ordain as full-fledged bhikkhus, for women there was no institution of a corresponding status. Although women could not become nuns in the technical sense
(that is to say, as fully ordained bhikkhunf), they could still devote themselves to
religion as female renunciants (nang chi or mae chi). 2 The present article attempts
to trace the history of female renunciants in Siam, using information from early
European accounts. 3
The earliest European records of Siam (and, generally speaking, of Asia) are
those of the Portuguese, but unfortunately no Portuguese accounts were
available for this study. The earliest accounts of female renunciants in Siam that
I have been able to find are by Dutchmen of the East India Company. The first
*This article was submitted in Oct. '95 (ed.).
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Dutch foothold in Siam was in the vassal state of Pattani, where Dutch mer- ·
chants arrived in 1601. The Verenigde Oostindische Compagnie (VOC) or East
India Company was established in 1602; in 1608 the Company set up a trading
post (comptoir) at the capital of Ayutthaya. Comelis van Neijenrode, director
from 1617-22, published an Account of the Kingdom of Siam, "the first description
of a Dutchman's impressions of Siam".4 This work was not available for the
present study.
Joost Schouten was director at Ayutthaya from 1624 to 1629, during the
reigns of King Song Tham (reigned 1610/11-13 Dec. 1628) and Chettaracha
(reigned 13 Dec. 1628-August 1629), and again from 1633 to 1636, during the
reign of King Prasat Thong (reigned Sept. 1629-7 Aug. 1656).5 During his last
visit he compiled his A Description of the Government, Might, Religion, Customes,
Traffick, and other remarkable Affairs in the Kingdom ofSiam, first published in Dutch
in The Hague in 1638. Schouten notes:
Besides these Priests, there are a sort of old Nuns shorn, lodged in
Chappels near the greatest Temples, who assist very devoutly in all their
preachings, singings, ceremonies, and other Church services, but all
voluntary, being tied to no rules or prescriptions.6
Schouten's successor was Jeremias van Vliet, who was agent at Ayutthaya
from 1629 to 1634 during the reign of Prasat Thong. His Description of the Kingdom of Siam was published in English translation by L.F. van Ravenswaay in the
Journal of the Siam Society in 1910.7 He notes:
Besides these male priests, there are connected with the principal
temples many old women, who also have to shave their heads. They are
dressed in white linen, and they are present at all sermons, songs,
ceremonies and other occasions connected with the religion. They are
not, however, subject to any extraordinary rules, and they do everything
out of religious fervour and free will. Also they have to live on the alms
which they receive from the people. There are no young maidens or
pregnant women among them.s
After the Dutch came the French, who left a number of important records
about Siam and the region. Nicolas Gervaise, who visited Siam in 1683, during
the reign of King Narai (reigned 26 Oct. 1656-11 July 1688), devotes a short
chapter to "Siamese Nuns." He starts by observing that:
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Siamese ladies are too fond of their freedom to confine themselves in
a cloister like our nuns, there to spend their whole lives. They only give
to the monastic life those years which are no longer fitted for the world
and it is rare that they leave it before it leaves them. Moreover, since they
frequently have dealings with the monks, they are not permitted to
become nuns before the age of fifty, so as to avoid all occasion for
scandal.9
He goes on to give a detailed account, much of which is as true today as it
was then:
They shave their heads and their eyebrows like the monks, and dress
in white, which is considered by the Siamese to be the most modest
colour and is worn for mourning and important ceremonies. They do not
live in communities in monasteries, but simply abandon their families
and lodge in the precincts of some pagoda, together with three or four
other nuns. They take no vows and their rule consists simply of obeying
in its entirety the rule of the monks. They observe all the commandments
and all the counsels of the law, they listen to sermons every day and they
spend much time praying in the temples. Their principal activity is to
serve the monks, to prepare their food and to supply their needs by
continual almsgiving. They visit the poor and the sick and devote
themselves assiduously to rendering to their fellow-creatures all the
good offices that charity can inspire. They enjoy all the same privileges
as the monks and are no less respected. Everybody bows to them and
they bow only to monks and pagodas. They are called nang chy, which
means "holy woman". They have a place set aside for them in the
pagodas and at the great ceremonies. They are much in demand for the
funerals of mandarins, to which they go in order as if in a procession, and
their attendance at these ceremonies is always liberally rewarded.
Gervaise refers again to the participation of "all the monks and nuns from
the towns and villages round about'', at the "obsequies of people of quality",
and describes the presence of nuns at sermons: "The nuns sit nearby [the pulpit]
on mats with their hands joined together."lO
Shortly after Gervaise came Simon de la Loubere, who visited Siam in
1687-1688, also during the reign of King Narai. He makes several important
references to nuns.
Though at Siam there are some Talapoinesses,11 or Women, who in
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most things do observe the Rule of the Talapoins, yet they have no other
Convents than those of the Talapoins themselves: The Siameses do think
that the advanced Age of all these Women, for there are none young, is
a sufficient caution of their Chastity. There are not Talapoinesses in all the
Convents: but in those where any are, their Cells run along one of the
sides of the Bambou Inclosure, which I have mentioned, without being
otherwise separated from those of the Talapoins.12

The Talapoinesses do call themselves Nang Tchii:13 They are clad in
white, like the Tapacaou,14 and are not esteemed altogether Religious. A
simple Superior sufficeth to give them the Habit, as well as to the Nens:lS
And altho' they cannot have any carnal Commerce with Men, yet are
they not burnt upon this account, as the Talapoins are, which are surprized
in a Fault with the Women.16 They deliver them up to their Parents to
bastinado them, because that neither the Talapoins nor the Talapoinesses
can strike any person.17
La Loubere also notes that parents sometimes ordained to mourn a deceased
child: "Sometimes the Father turns Talapoin and the Mother Talapoinesse, or at
least they shave the head one of the other."18
Dr. Englebert Kaempfer, who travelled to Siam in the service of the Dutch
East India Company in 1690, during the reign ofPhra Phetracha (reigned 11 July
1688-1703), devoted the following remarks to female renunciants:19
There are also Nuns among them, whom they call Nanktsij [nang chi],
or Bagins,20 who wear such pieces of cloth like the Monks, but of a white
colour instead of yellow. These Nuns in former times liv' d among the
Priests near the Temples, but it having happen' data place a league above
Judia [Ayutthaya], where the religious of both sexes liv' d promiscuously
together in the same village, that several of the Nuns prov' d with Child,
they have since beenremov' d from the Temples to particular Houses, the
better to keep their Vow of Chastity. The Temple of that Place still bears
the Name of Wat Nantsij [Wat Nang Chi], or the Temple of Nuns.21

Conclusions
The accounts of Schouten and van Vliet establish the existence of white-robed,
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shaven-headed nuns at Ayutthaya during the reigns of Kings Song Tham and
Prasat Thong in the second and third decades of the 17th century; the accounts
of Gervaise, La Loubere, and Kaempfer establish that the expression nang chi
was used by the time of King Narai in the late 17th century. Taken together, the
account~ establish that the nuns shaved their heads and eyebrows, wore white,
and lived apart from the monks in the vicinity of temples. Since Schouten (as
well as the others) imply that the nang chi were normal figures in the daily
religious life, it is clear that the tradition of female renunciants was already wellestablished by the 1620's. To give a round figure, we may suggest that the
institution of nang chi or mae chi has existed since at least 1600, or for nearly four
hundred years. Further research, especially into Portuguese sources and into
Siamese literature of the Ayutthaya period, is needed, and may throw further
light on the subject.
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