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Abstract 

 Wat Benchamabophit is a royal temple located in a historic area of Bangkok, 

Thailand. Its age dated back to more than 200 years while its existing structures were 

erected since 1900. At present, this temple is one of the most well-known tourist 

attractions in Bangkok by reason of its historic and aesthetic compound for both Thai and 

foreign visitors. Therefore, its heritage significance should be assessed so as to find the 

proper interpretation for presenting its heritage to the visitors. The objectives of this study 

were: 1) to understand heritage significance of the place, 2) to assess the significance of the 

place, 3) to analyze the strength, the weakness and the problems of the current 

interpretation of the place. This study has used multiple approaches to collect all related 

data such as document analysis based on basic knowledge from documentary sources, 

official website of the temple, on-site survey and observation, and in-depth interviews.

 According to the result of the study, this site is full of heritage significance and has 

unique sense of place both tangible and intangible aspects. Nevertheless, the existing 

interpretation of the place is not enough to heighten visitors’ appreciation of the heritage 

significance. Therefore, the interpretation of this site should be improved for better 

understanding of both Thai and foreign visitors. Nowadays, in the digital age, online media 

connected with smart phones can be the potential interpretative infrastructure to communicate 

with visitors both before and after their visit to the place. Indeed, interpretation planning should 

involve more research on visitors and their behavior to define the target visitors. Then the result 

of knowing target visitors can help interpretative planning to ensure the provision of visitors’ 

experience and match the interpretation preference and needs of visitors.
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Background of the place

 The first construction period of Wat Benchamabophit was unknown. It was

found as a small temple and its former name was Wat Laem and also known as

Wat Sai Thong. This temple was first mentioned in Thai history in the early 19th 

century during the reign of King Rama III, when a group of five royal family members restored 

this local temple and renamed it “Wat Ben-cha-bo-phit” (temple of the five royal family 

members). In the late 19th century after King Chulalongkorn, returned from second 

tour of Europe, he would like to build a new residence in the area next to the temple 

compound. In 1889, while the architecture in the new palace named Dusit palace was

under construction as Vimanmek Mansion and Aphisek Dusit Throne Hall, the king

would like to have a royal temple near the new palace. Therefore, the king had all

main structures of Wat Ben-cha-bo-phit renovated and renamed “Wat Ben-cha-ma-bo-phit”

meaning the temple established by the fifth king. Thus, this temple has become a royal

temple of Dusit palace to be used for religious ceremonies and merit-makings of the king 

and royal family, therefore the ordination hall, which is the most significant building of 

this place, was constructed with unique and elegant design by command of the king 

in 1900. Until now, the ordination hall of this temple is famous from its construction 

material of white marble imported from Carrara, Italy rendering the temple name to be 

well-known as “the marble temple”. 

 At present, Wat Benchamabophit is located in Dusit District of central Bangkok 

and is the first rank royal monastery belonging to the Ratchaworawihan class.

This historic site functions as the monastery not only for royal family but also for common 

people including Thai and foreign tourists. With its area of about 12 acres, the temple 

components are full of historic and aesthetic attractiveness for both Thai and foreign 

visitors. Therefore, its heritage significance should be assessed for the proper 

interpretation to present its heritage values to the visitors.
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The assessment of heritage significance of the place

 In this study, the assessment of heritage significance uses the conceptual framework 

of the WHC (World Heritage Centre) and ICOMOS (International Council on Monuments 

and Sites) named “the ICOMOS Charter for the Interpretation and Presentation of Cultural 

Heritage Sites” announced in 2008. The meaning of “Interpretation” in the ICOMOS 

Charter 2008 refers to the full range of potential activities intended to heighten public 

awareness and enhance understanding of cultural heritage site. (ICOMOS, 2008)

The process to achieve the right understanding of heritage significance of the place should 

start with the assessment of cultural significance consisting of historic value, aesthetic 

value, and social value.

 1. Historic Value

 The historic value of Wat Benchamabophit, or temple of the fifth king, is closely 

related to King Chulalongkorn, the fifth monarch of the Chakri dynasty. The old literary 

documents indiceted that the objectives of King Chulalongkorn for reconstruction the 

ordination hall of this temple with the elegant and majestic design were to declare his being a strict 

Buddhist and a strong patron of Buddhism and also to exhibit the Siamese architectural 

design and decoration arts of the ordination hall, its cloister as well as the other buildings 

and their surroundings to the eyes of the world.

 King Chulalongkorn also required this temple to provide higher 

education for monks up to the college level and to act as a museum gallery for the images 

of the Buddha in different styles and periods for the educational approach of the public. 

King Chulalongkorn declared this temple to be a memorial temple of his own name 

“Benchamabophit” or “temple of the fifth reign”. After the king passed away; his ashes 

were interred under the pediment of the Main Buddha image in the ordination hall of 

this temple.

 The main architecture of Wat Benchamabophit is the ordination hall, which was 

designed by Prince Narisranuvattivongse, a half-brother to King Chulalongkorn. Prince 

Narisranuvattivongse was remembered as the Divine Guru, Siam’s Great Artist. In 1963,
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UNESCO honored his achievements by naming Prince Narisranuvattivongse “A person of 

International Importance”.

 The ordination hall, built in 1900, was decorated with finest quality marble

thus resulting in imported from Carrara, Italy, the name “the marble temple”. Regarding 

the marbles used to decorate the ordination hall and its cloister, the designs, the colors and 

sizes had been specified by Prince Narisranuvattivongse with the assistance of an Italian 

architect, Signor Mario Tamagno who had been working with the Department of Public Works 

at that time. At the same time, Signor Carlo Allegri, anather Italian engineer, had assisted in 

advice and correspondence with the marble companies in Italy.

 Unlike other temples, a Bodhi tree was planted in the location of the stupa’s 

standing. Since 1900, King Chulalongkorn planted the shoot of Bodhi tree, brought from 

Bodh Gaya in India where Gautama Buddha attained enlightenment, on the lawn behind 

the ordination hall. Therefore, in this temple, the Bodhi tree represents the sacred tree 

which is comparable with stupa in other temples.

 2. Aesthetic Value

 The ordination hall is architecturally regarded as the most impressive example of 

the modern Thai Buddhist architecture and the most satisfactory with its aesthetic 

elegance, graceful symmetry and immaculate proportion. The design of this building 

represents the architectural and decorative arts of finest Thai craftsmanship, which is second 

to none in the world.

 The ordination hall stands carved with white marble from Italy and reflects the 

best of the temple’s overall architectural beauty. There are four gables, with the east one 

serving as the main entrance. The interior of the ordination hall decorated with hand-

painted mural in oil-color technique with Thai traditional motif which is named a celestial 

debanom (a figure of a deva clasping hands in token of worship) in yellow on the white 

wall. Over the window frames are stained-glass design in the figure of celestial debanom 

the same as the motif of the mural. The stained-glasses were produced by Florentine 

artists in Europe from the designs sent from Bangkok.
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 The ordination hall is not of great size. The architect, prince Narisranuvattivongse, 

explained that its size is proportional to the size of the principal Buddha image, Phra 

Phutthachinarat, enshrined in this ordination hall. This Baddha image is replicated from 

one of the most venerated Buddha images of Sukhothai art style which is now enshrined 

in Phitsanulok province, Northern Thailand.

 The boundary stones of the ordination hall of Wat Benchamabophit have 

extraordinary pattern with an unseen unique design. The boundary stones or the marker stones 

(Sema or Bai Sema in Thai) usually designate the sacred building where monk’s 

ceremonies, such as confession and ordination rites, may take place. The boundary stones 

in front of the ordination hall are in the form of two posts with lotus bud tops. And the 

boundary stones placed in the enclosed terrace at the back of the ordination hall are two 

stone slabs on the floor inscribed with the Dharmacakra or Wheel of Law.

 The cloister of the ordination hall extends from both sides to form a square 

enclosure that takes in the rear part of the hall with open larger ground at the middle. 

At the cloister, there enshrined fifty-two Buddha images from various places both in and 

outside the country. Most of them are ancient Buddha images of different attitudes and 

styles with exception of some of them cast from the original models in enlarged, reduced 

or equal sizes. Some of them are worth to be mentioned such as: the Buddha image in 

the attitude of subduing himself by fasting shows the Greek style of Gandhara sculptures. 

This image was cast after an original stone model kept in the museum at Labore, of present 

Pakistan. And one of the valuable images enshrined in the rear of the cloister is the 

Buddha image in the attitude of walking which is regarded as one of the masterpieces of 

Thailand reckoned for its finest Sukhothai School of arts.

 Wat Benchamabophit is also accepted as having one of the best architectural 

landscapes with simple symmetrical design. When visitors pass the main entrance and 

walk through the stone walkway that leads to the ordination hall, the most unique structure 

of this place, they are exposed to the scene of beautiful white marble structure with two 

white pavilions on both sides of the small green garden. The atmosphere of this temple 

is different from other traditional Thai temples with its construction material of white 

marble where the visitors can enjoy only in this place.
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 3. Social Value

 Unlike most of the other temples, monks of this temple don’t go out seeking alms 

but are instead visited by merit-makers who gather to offer food between 06:00 – 07:00 

hours every morning in front of the temple. This practice is different from most temples 

in Bangkok and in Thailand.

 This temple is also a fantastic place to participate daily in religious ceremonies 

and, particularly, on the Buddhist holy days. In the night of the Buddhist holy days,

monks and Buddhists walk in candlelight procession three times around the ordination 

hall. This Buddhist religious activity can offer superb religious atmosphere. And one 

of the most important Buddhist ceremonies that take place at this temple is ordination 

ceremony, usually during the annual Rains Retreat. Ordination is one of the greatest things 

in the life of a Thai male which is regarded as an act of a great merit dedicated to his 

parents. It is a Thai tradition for a young male to enter the monkhood for a period of 

time in his life but usually before marriage or when he reaches a mature age of not less 

than 20 years old. The ordination hall of Wat Benchamabophit not only has a historic 

and aesthetic value but also has precious value for Thai society. The function of this 

building is continuously beneficial every day and particularly on the Buddhist holy days.

 This temple functions not only as a religious centre for the royal family and the 

Bangkokian but also as the centre of northern people who live or work in Bangkok. 

Unlike other temples in Bangkok, every October, merit-making ceremony has been taken 

place at this temple. This rite called in northern words as “Tan Kuay Salak” is held by 

the northern people for making merit and dedicating merit to their ancestors.
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The assessment of heritage interpretation of the place

 1. Off-site interpretation 

Website The official website of Wat Benchamabophit is www.watbencha.com which advises 

detailed information about the history of the place and the detail of each building in 

the compound. The website has both in Thai and in English version which is useful 

for foreigners. The information of this temple can also be found on other websites 

such as Google+, Facebook, YouTube, Twitter, Instagram, Foursquare, Trover, 

TripAdvisor, Flipboard, Tumblr blog, Pinterest and from online search engines such 

as Google, there are many websites in many languages refer to this temple.

The information given on websites can be divided into 2 groups; the first gives the 

general information of the place and the second describes the atmosphere of the 

place. The study found that this type of interpretation is useful for visitors before 

they go to visit the place, especially, www.watbencha.com which presents detailed 

information about the place and its architecture.

Publication In the bookstores, visitors can buy guide books both in Thai and in English that 

mention this temple as one of the most interesting places when visiting Bangkok. On 

the shelf of arts and cultural, there are some books that give exhaustive information 

about the historical background and architectural style of this temple. But the books 

in English language, mostly printed with colored pictures, are weighty and of large 

sizes.

At Bangkok Tourist Bureau and Tourism Authority of Thailand office, colored 

brochure together with black and white leaflet for tourists can be found both in Thai 

and in English. This type of interpretation gives brief information of the place as in 

the following:

Example of the detail in the brochure of Bangkok Tourist Bureau

The Marble Temple is now situated on Sri Ayutthaya Road near Chitralada Palace. 

The temple is well-known because its main building was made of marble during the 

reign of King Rama V. The best time to visit the temple is the early hours in the 

morning when Buddhist monks are chanting inside the chapel. The interior of the 

main building is magnificently decorated with exposed wooden beams of lacquer and 

gold plate. A large collection of Bronze Buddha is lined up against the wall of the 

spacious inner courtyard. The main building is open to visitors until 17.00 hours. 

There is an admission charge for 50 baht.

This brochure can be found only at Bangkok Tourist Bureau and at the Tourism 

Authority of Thailand office. Brochure and leaflet are not placed at the temple.
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 2. On-site interpretation

Information 

Panel 

And 

Map Panel

There is an information panel located in front of the main entrance nearby a 

map panel and inside the temple there is an informational panel with map. The 

information in the panels, both in Thai and English, briefly present the historical 

background of the temple as follow:

This is an old temple dating to the Ayutthaya period, and was previously known 

as Wat Laem or Wat Sai Thong. In 1827, King Rama II’s son, Prince Phiphit 

Phokha Phuben sat his troop to defend Laos troop Prince Anuwong at this site. 

After the war he restored the temple and built five chedies (Pagoda) in front of 

the temple in King Rama IV’s reign. The name was changed to Benchabophit 

meaning the temple of the five princes. In 1899, King Rama V built Dusit Palace 

with covering up to the temple area. The king then ordered the renovation of the 

temple and changed its name to Benchamabophit Dusit Wanaram meaning the 

temple of the fifth king and located nearby Dusit palace. The temple’s Ubosot 

was built of marble from Italy. Inside is the Buddha image imitating Phra 

Phutthachinarat at Phitsanulok province.

Two building of 

admission fee 

and souvenirs 

for sale

There are two small pavilions of identical shape and size in front of the ordination 

hall which were built since 1904 in the reign of King Chulalongkorn. At present, 

the northern pavilion is the place where visitors (only foreigners) buy admission 

50 baht and the southern pavilion is the place where soft drink, postcards, souvenirs 

are available and booklet in Thai for 30 baht and in English for 50 baht

Publication-

booklet

In the temple, there is no brochure or leaflet for free. There is only booklet which 

gives information about the history of the place and the detail of each building in 

the temple. The booklets were published by the Lord Abbot on the occasion of 

the centennial celebration of the temple in 2000 A.D. as a guide to the temple. 

But the booklets were kept inside the glass cabinet. The visitors have to ask for 

them if they want to buy. The information content in the booklet is the same as 

the content in www.watbencha.com which is the official website of the temple.

Personal 

interpretation

Wat Benchamabophit has no official tour guides on duty for foreigners. A 

small group tour or a couple usually walk and look round by themselves. The 

large group of foreign visitors mostly has their own tour guide. The tour guide 

for foreigners from travel agent must have a platinum-colored tourist guide 

license.
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Strengths, Weakness and Problems of the existing interpretation

 1. Off-site interpretation

Website The strength of website:

- Official website, www.watbencha.com, gives exhaustive information of the 

temple both in Thai and English version.

- Many websites present beautiful and up-to-date pictures from various visitors 

with a variety of languages and some websites may give persuasive information.

- The visitors in the 3th languages, who have smartphone; these websites in many 

languages are useful for them.

The weakness of website:

- Cannot control both information and pictures.

The problem of website:

- Cannot control visitors’ comments.

Publication 

including Book, 

Brochure 

and Leaflet

The strength of Publication:

- Some publications can give appropriate information especially books on the 

shelf of arts and culture.

- Brochure and leaflets are easy to take with when visiting the site.

The weakness of publication:

- Books, on the shelf of arts and culture, mostly are weighty and large sizes.

- Brochure and leaflet usually give brief information.

The problem of publication:

- Publication is now more expensive whereas online website is free.

 2. On-site interpretation

Information 

Panel 

and 

Map Panel

The strength of panel:

- Map panel can show the route to related tourist attractions.

The weakness of panel:

- The information panel give only a brief background of the temple.

- Design of the information panel is not attractive.

The problem of panel:

- There are only two information panels as on-site interpretation.
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Two buildings 

of admission fee 

and souvenirs 

for sale

The strength of the building where admission tickets are for sale:

- The style of the building is a component part of the architecture style in harmony 

with the style of the ordination hall.

The weakness of the building:

- There is no expert who can answer complex questions about the place.

- There is no sign, panel, map, brochure or leaflet here.

The problem of the building:

- Mast Visitors don’t notice that this building sell admission tickets.

- Some new decorations do not match with the architecture design.

Publication-

booklet 

(for sale in 

the southern 

pavilion)

The strength of booklet:

- Information in the booklet is the same as in official website; www.watbencha.com.

- There are booklets both in Thai and English versions.

The weakness of booklet:

- Design of the booklet is not attractive.

The problem of booklet:

- Booklet display is not eye-catoling.

Personal 

interpretation

There has no official tour guides on duty for foreigners in Wat Benchamabophit.

The strength of tour guide (in this temple):

- Tour guide with experience can give information about the history of the place 

and the important arts such as architecture and the Buddha images.

- Tour guide from travel agent who has a platinum-colored tourist guide license 

can narrate both in Thai and English. Or some tour guide can narrate in other 

languages such as Japanese, Chinese, and French.

- Tour guide can give information about Buddhism.

- Tour guide can answer spontaneous questions.

The weakness of tour guide (in this temple):

- There is one standby tour guide near the northern pavilion, for the foreign 

visitors, but he can give only simple information of the temple.

The problem of tour guide (in this temple):

- The quality of their information depends on their reading.

- The translation depends on their ability in communication.

- There are fow tour guides who are fluont in the 3rd language

- In this temple, there is a school for monks, sometimes we can see some monks 

give some information to Thai visitors but for foreigners, it may be a problem 

because they cannot interpret complicated aesthetic value of the place.
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The assessment of target visitor of Wat Benchamabophit

 From the observation, the current target visitors of Wat Benchamabophit,  

can be classified into 2 groups: Thai visitors and foreign visitors. Most of Thai 

visitors live in Bangkok. The age varies from children to the elderly. The characteristic of 

Thai visitors mostly is the elderly with children; with regards to religious activities, Thai 

visitors seem to attend to the religious activities more than interested in the detail of the 

architecture or the Buddha images around the cloister.

 This temple has a close relationship with the northern Thais who live or work 

in Bangkok. The northern Thais mostly have their objective to make merit in this place, 

particularly, on the holy religious days. And once a year, a northern Buddhist 

ceremony takes place in this temple where the northern Thais will get together to make 

merit.

 For foreign visitors, Wat Benchamabophit is not heavily promoted as a foreign 

tourist destination; therefore the number of foreigners is relatively small. The age of 

foreigners is various from children to the elderly but more than half are between 20-40 

years old. Foreign visitors are the main target they would like to understand about the 

place which has different concept from their culture. But the English version information 

is not enough in the site because there is no English information panels which can 

give clear information about the Buddhist architecture and Buddhist sculpture of the 

Buddha images around the cloister.

 Large groups of foreigners that come by bus or coaches usually have their own tour 

guide. Their tour guide can give them the information about the place but the time for 

visiting is limited when compared with the foreigners who come in a small group tour.

 According to the observation, a small group tours or a couple visitors usually 

walk and look round without any booklet or brochure, it seems as that they would like to get/feel

the atmosphere of the place more than to get the information or maybe because the appropriate 

information of the place is not properly prepared for them.

 The existing interpretation in the temple seems less beneficial for Thai 

and foreigner visitors. If the information is improved in various languages with proper designs,
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it may increase the understanding of heritage significance of the temple for both Thai and 

foreign visitors. For the return-visit, Thai visitors can improve their understanding of the 

place and the foreign visitors will understand the value of the place.

 Previously, most of the foreign visitors are the westerners but in recent years 

the increasing number of visitors are Chinese, Japanese, and Indian which might be target 

visitors in the future. Therefore, the temple has to improve interpretation of this place in 

various languages or give more pictures and symbols. And in the future, if the temple 

can use digital media as a tool for giving information to the new generation who inhabit in 

hi-technology experience in various languages, the temple can possibly have more foreign 

visitors visit and understand the significance of the place.

The interpretation which should be undertaken at the site

 What information the visitors have to know:

 - Prince Narisranuvattivongse, the architect of this temple, who is honored by 

  UNESCO as the Thai famous architect.

 - Aesthetic value of the ordination hall which integrates the western and 

  Thai into the unique and elegant design.

 - The extraordinary pattern with a unique design of boundary stones of the 

  ordination hall.

 - The Bodhi tree planted in the location of the stupa’s standing. 

 - Buddha images around the cloister, especially the masterpieces reckoned for

  the finest Sukhothai arts.

 - Buddhism and The Buddhist ceremonies information for foreign visitors. 

 How the visitors should feel when visiting the temple:

 - To perceive a tranquility and peacefulness of the place.

 - To get the sense of place when seeing architectural plan with simple symmetrical 

  design. 

 - For the Thais, they would be proud in Thai arts and Thai architectuse.
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 What visitors have to do when visiting this place:

 - For the Thais, the elderly should reveal Thai arts and crafts to their children.

 - For foreigners, they should give due respect and understanding to Buddhism 

  and Thai Arts.

The Theme of Thai architect, Thai traditional architecture and Buddhism 

in Thailand

 - Prince Narisranuvattivongse, Thai famous architect honored by UNESCO.

 - Aesthetic value of the ordination hall which integrates western and 

  Thai into the unique and elegant design.

 - The Buddhist Images Museum at the cloister of the ordination hall, especially

  the masterpieces reckoned for the finest Sukhothai arts.

 - Buddhism and The Buddhist ceremonies

 - Center of Buddhist education

The Tourist information with various languages including:

 The Information Panel:

 The panels with exhaustive information, plan layout and pictures should be created

in attractive designs and there should be a suitable site to set up a display in order not 

to destroy the environment of the place. But the information panels may not answer 

spontaneous questions so we should train specific tour guides of the place or give relevant 

training to the interested monks and novices.

 Publication:

 Books, booklets, leaflets, brochures with detailed information and beautiful pictures 

with plan layout are proper for visitors to carry with them when visiting the place. These 

publications should have attractive designs and displays for visitors.

 Multimedia technology:

 Multimedia technology provides for loading exhaustive information of the place 

both off-site and on-site interpretation. As in the digital era, online media connected with 



347

◆ Heritage Interpretation Assessment of Wat Benchamabophit ◆

smart phone can be the potential interpretative infrastructure to communicate with visitors 

when visiting the place such as the QR-code sign. In terms of the positions, attached QR-

code signs need to be increased for linking quickly to the suitable websites through smartphone. 

By adding information of the place in an interactive map such as Google Street View can 

give more information of the place to the viewers.

 Making a specific route for the visitor:

  Created a specific trail which related information with publications or the panels 

for visitors who walk along the route can understand the meaning of the arts at the 

specific stopping point.

The critical issues for the interpretation at the site

 Interpretation planning should involve research on visitors and their behavior to define 

the target visitors. Then the result of knowing target visitors can help interpretative planning 

to ensure the provision of visitor experience and match the interpretation preference and 

needs of visitors.

 The two small pavilions of identical shape and size in front of the ordination hall 

should also serve as the information centre for visitors and display the information, plan 

layout and map panels inside the pavilion.

 King Chulalongkorn’s objective required the cloister of the ordination hall to act 

as a museum gallery of the Buddha images for the educational approach of the 

public. At the cloister, there is the Buddha image in attitude of walking which is regarded as one 

of the masterpieces of Thailand reckoned for its finest Sukhothai School of arts. The 

temple should take interest in this image with appropriate conservation, interpretation 

and presentation.

 Not only the information of architectures and the Buddha images but also the 

information of Buddhism and the Buddhist ceremonies should be provided appropriately 

for both Thai and foreigner visitors.
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 The temple should provide tour guides in various languages who are 

well-educated in Thai arts and culture. The information on panel and publication should 

be translated into various languages such as English, French, Spanish, Chinese, and 

Japanese language. As in the digital era, the temple should provide digital media as a 

tool giving information for new generation.
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