
 

 

Elephant Wars and Theravada Buddhism on Mainland Southeast Asia 

 

Kings of mainland Southeast Asian mandalas espoused Theravada Buddhism, bore 

similar titles which emphasized the legitimizing influence of white elephants, but fought a 

series of wars between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries.  

Myanmar in the Postclassic 

When Minkyiswa Sawke died, Mingaung (r. 1401-22) assumed the Inwa throne and 

re-established contact with Bago. Mingaung and Rajadhiraj’s exchanges were described in 

Burmese chronicles as an example of cordial and competitive relations between two political 

equals.1  Rajadhiraj unified Lower Myanmar by conquering Bassein and Martaban. He also 

attacked Arakan.2 His military and political talents pitted him against Mingaung of Inwa. 

In Inwa, the reign of Narapati (1443-69), who sponsored the Htupayon Pagoda, 

marked the peak of Inwa’s cultural, military, political and religious development. Trade, 

especially in porcelain and rubies with China and Sri Lanka, flourished during his reign. In 

the reign of the next king, Mingaung the Second (r. 1481-1502), Minkyinyo, a myosa or 

official in charge of Taungngu, rebelled and founded a new dynasty. 

Bago also experienced religious and cultural development under the capable 

leadership of Shin Saw Bu (a queen, r. 1453-72) and Dhammazedi (r. 1472-92). Shin Saw Bu 

was the only female ruler in Myanmar history to reign in her own right, and Dhammazedi’s 

reform of the sangha was recorded in his Kalyani inscriptions.3 Art and religion flourished in 

Lower Myanmar among a population which was largely composed of Mon speakers. While 

ethnicity was a marker of identity between the fourteenth and sixteenth centuries, relations 

between polities were affected by many factors and not predicated on ethnicity. 

Literary production was prominent during the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries 

in Inwa. During this period, four renowned poets and writers of history were referred to as the 

pe le pin shin le par (“Four Lords of Four Talipot Palms”): Shin Ottama Kyaw, Shin Ohn 

Nyo, Shin Khemar, and Shin Thilawuntha.4 There were also women writers in the Inwa court, 

one of whom, Yaweshinhtwe, wrote an egyin (“ballad” poem) on 55 hairstyles used by the 

maids of honor in Inwa.5 During this period of Bago’s prosperity, two stupas in Lower 

Myanmar, Shwedagon and Shwemadaw, assumed sacred importance extending beyond the 

region of Lower Myanmar. 

Inwa began to decline after the first two decades of the sixteenth century. Bago 

similarly declined after the first quarter of the sixteenth century. The first factor in both cases 

was structural and institutional: the asymmetrical relationship between the sangha and the 

monarchy which resulted in the flow of wealth from the monarchy to the sangha. In Inwa, 

taxable land was donated to the sangha in addition to other monetary and material donations. 

The wealth of the monarchy in Bago comprised revenue from trade and commerce and to a 

lesser degree, land. This relationship between the monarchy and sangha, which began in the 

Bagan period, was an inherent and continuous problem because the merit path to salvation 

encouraged the donation of wealth to the monastic order. Strong monarchies reacquired the 

wealth lost by instituting sasana reforms (ritual purification) of the monastic order.6   



 

 

Factionalism at the Inwa and Bago courts ensuing from power struggles among 

claimants to the throne also contributed to the demise of the two mandalas. The claimants 

were related kin members, especially brothers, uncles, and nephews. At the root of this 

problem is the prevalence of the patron-client system where personal loyalty supersedes 

obligations to institutions. This resulted in an inherent weakness in Myanmar political 

institutions. When weaker kings, such as Shwenankyawshin (r. 1502-27) ascended the Inwa 

throne, this exacerbated destabilizing factors in the Inwa and Bago courts contributing to the 

decline of both. 

The most immediate factor contributing to Inwa’s and Bago’s downfalls is the rise of 

Taungngu, which expanded rapidly threatening Inwa’s sovereignty and providing 

opportunities for the Sawbwa’s taking of the Inwa capital in 1527.7 Taungngu’s growing 

strength also eclipsed Bago and during Tabinshwehti’s reign (1531-50), Bago was absorbed 

into the Taungngu mandala. Despite the dynastic change, Bago continued to be an important 

centre as Tabinshwehti moved his capital to Bago to take advantage of its access to trade and 

commerce in Lower Myanmar, and in the context of subsequent warfare, access and 

acquisition of weaponry and military technology as well as the employment of mercenaries, 

which featured prominently in Taungngu’s wars with Ayutthaya (Thailand). 

Aung-Thwin and Aung-Thwin suggest that the relationship between Ava and Bago 

can be described as “a classic Southeast Asian ‘upstream-downstream’ geopolitical 

dualism—rather than a binary ethnic struggle”.8 They see a dualistic relationship between 

Ava and Bago as central to understanding the background to the development of Taungngu 

and later Second Inwa (Restored Taungngu). They characterize the relationship between Ava 

and Bago as an equilibrium in which neither polity felt compelled to change the status quo. 

Neither polity made any “serious attempts to conquer or destroy the other”; Lieberman agrees 

that Upper Myanmar was by the later part of the fifteenth century beset with internal 

problems so that any attempt to conquer Lower Myanmar risked its own disintegration.9 

While Aung-Thwin and Aung-Thwin propose a symbiotic relationship between the inland 

agrarian Ava and the maritime coastal Bago, Lieberman sees two distinct regions governed 

partially by ethnic differences: Burman versus Mon.10 

Lieberman highlights further exacerbation of politicized ethnicity in Myanmar as 

Burman ethnicity spread into Lower Myanmar and northwards into the Shan areas through 

language, writing, and literary traditions. Much of the Burman, Mon, and Shan worlds 

however remained fragmented internally. Lieberman does not perceive competing groups 

clinging tightly to their ethnic identities, but rather heterogeneous regions with localized and 

specific combination of peoples, often of different ethnicities. He argues that similar patterns 

typified religious institutions and practices. Lieberman characterizes these two centuries as an 

era of fragmentation following the post-charter state of Bagan, which reflects the situation not 

only in the west, but mainland Seasia as a whole. Lieberman also considers the impact of 

economic factors such as overland and maritime trade, cultivation of certain crops such as 

cotton, and possibly climate change.11 

While Lieberman’s comparison of Myanmar and western mainland Southeast Asia 

with other regions may be useful for drawing general conclusions regarding the patterns of 

development in mainland Southeast Asia, Aung-Thwin and Aung-Thwin’s suggestion of an 

upstream-downstream framework for looking at Inwa and Bago provides a means of 



 

 

understanding inter-mandala relations. This upstream-downstream analogy also allows the 

case of Myanmar to be compared with other parts of Seasia such as Sumatra. The problem 

with this analogy as it was formulated by Bronson stems from its assumption of an unequal 

and hierarchical relationship between the upstream and downstream groups.12  

Bronson’s model advocates for the central importance of a settlement located at the 

mouth of the river or on the coast; however Palembang, the location of Srivijaya capital, is 

not situated at the mouth of Musi River or on the coast. Settlements located upstream were 

not necessarily sealed into less equal relationships to those situated downstream along the 

river systems. Bronson’s model fails to take into account the fluid relations among the 

settlements and is also inflexible in its omission of other differences in topography such as 

the exchange and transportation routes which connected uplands and lowlands areas.  

Despite its limitations, Bronson’s upstream-downstream model has continued to be 

appropriated (see modified model proposed by Manguin and a recent unchanged version used 

by Southworth to refer to Champa).13  Miksic has proposed a revamped model of the 

dendritic model for South Sumatra which provides a more accurate assessment of the nature 

of relations between upstream and downstream polities, and between uplands and lowlands 

groups.14 Aung-Thwin and Aung-Thwin’s adaptation of upstream-downstream analogy is 

also different from Bronson and bears some similarity to the Miksic model through a 

recognition of that power relations between polities cannot be determined primarily by 

locations and environments and that the relations are fluid and hence are susceptible to 

changes over time.15 Aung-Thwin and Aung-Thwin’s analogy differs from Bronson’s model 

as it gives greater importance and control to the hinterland agrarian polity usually located 

upstream.16 All Aung-Thwin’s works reflect this central argument for the importance of the 

dry zone, the hinterland, and agriculture representing the necessary elements for the 

development of Myanmar complex societies.17 However in Aung-Thwin and Aung-Thwin’s 

comparison between Ava and Bago, while the dry zone polity remained the longstanding 

centre for Burmese civilization, they characterize the relationship between the two polities as 

that of equals neither of which can overpower the other.  

Aung-Thwin and Aung-Thwin also discuss highland-lowlands relations. They suggest 

that exchanges between these two zones were more important than upstream-downstream 

relations. They also argue that competition among agrarian polities and rivalries between 

maritime polities were more intense than contention between inland and coastal kingdoms. 

The hill regions are described as the “real interstices” of the two polities, due to the 

importance of resources found in the highlands such as gems, teak, precious metals, and even 

manpower, and their importance as interaction zones through which items were transported 

over these mountainous terrains.18 This resonates with Miksic’s descriptions of the central 

importance of highland polities such as Dharmasraya in fourteenth-century West Sumatra. 

Important hubs where luxury goods were exchanged were located in the highlands.  

The focus on the fluidity of relations between two polities, and the recognition that 

downstream polities are not necessarily the more influential of the two, lead to a more 

nuanced understanding of inter-polity relations. It also allows for a clearer understanding of 

connections between settlements within an interaction sphere which blend artistic, 

commercial, and kinship relations and competition over control of people and other 

resources. 



 

 

 

The Rise of Taungngu in the Sixteenth Century 

Myanmar, which was politically fragmented from the fourteenth through early 

sixteenth centuries, underwent a process of reintegration culminating in the rise of the 

Taungngu empire. Its initial capital was located in Taungngu, but soon moved to Bago. 

Lieberman highlighted five major transformations concomitant with Taungngu’s rise: 

expansion of Burman culture, literary traditions, and ethnicity; greater conformity of religious 

practices under the Theravada Buddhist order; increased agricultural production in major 

lowland regions and expanded maritime trade; increased involvement of Shan people in 

lowland societies; and a southward shift of Myanmar’s political centre.19 

Taungngu was established in 1279 in the Sittaung valley as a satellite town of Bagan, 

with a largely Burman population. Burman populations fleeing the Shan raids of the 

fourteenth century in the north added to Taungngu’s population. The next major influx of 

migrants took place when Inwa fell in 1527.20 Mingyinyo (r. 1486-1531), the former 

governor, founded a new dynasty and began an expansion program which continued for a 

century under his successors. Mingyinyo undertook major reclamation and irrigation projects 

and secured marriage alliances with contemporary polities as he expanded northward toward 

the dry zone.21 

Mingyinyo’s son and successor Tabinshwehti (r. 1531-50) captured lucrative ports in 

the south before reunifying the rest of the country. Tabinshwehti’s capture of Bago in 1539 

paved the way for the absorption of other Lower Myanmar polities, such as Muttama 

(Martaban), Pathein (Bassein), and Myaungmya.22 Tabinshwehti’s success can be attributed 

to the advice of his ministers,23 but militarily, Lieberman detected a “more martial Toungoo 

tradition” comprising larger armies including foreign mercenaries (at first mainly Muslims, 

later Portuguese and other European soldiers).24 Taungngu’s success was also greatly aided 

by discord sown in the enemy camps which facilitated Taungngu’s conquest of their 

opponents. Tabinshwehti was also helped by his general, Bayinnaung, who became his 

brother-in-law, and eventually a cakravartin or universal monarch in his own right. 

Tabinshwehti’s move of his capital to Bago signalled the beginning of the Second Bago 

dynasty, also known as Hanthawati-Taungngu. In 1541, Hanthawati-Taungngu’s troops took 

Muttama, a major prize. 

Taungngu’s capture of the southern ports, especially Bago and Muttama, provided 

access to the lucrative east-west international trade, which helped to finance military 

campaigns. Possession of the port polities also provided access to foreign merchants and 

soldiers. Tabinshwehti hired Portuguese soldiers under a Portuguese adventurer, Paulo 

Seixas, to defend Muttama. Prominent Portuguese soldiers in his campaigns including Diogo 

Suarez de Mello.25 

Ayutthaya and Lan Xang 

During the fifteenth century, Ayutthaya gained supremacy over Angkor, seizing and 

looting the Khmer capital in 1432. Borommaracha II, the Ayutthayan king, installed his son 

as the viceroy of western Cambodia. The Khmer king founded a new capital at Phnom 

Penh.26 In spite of the move, Ayutthaya continued to raid the eastern Khmer areas, but in the 

second half of the fifteenth century their rulers felt that their eastern border was secure. 



 

 

During the period between 1416 and 1442, eight kings ruled Lan Xang ineffectively. 

In 1442, court officials demonstrated their ascendancy by installing a new ruler, King 

Sainyachakkaphat Phaen Phaeo (r. 1442-79), a son of Un Huan.27 His reign paled in 

comparison to those of his contemporaries in Ayutthaya (Trailok) and Lan Na (Tilok). In 

1478 the Vietnamese captured the Plain of Jars and Luang Prabang; Lan Xang’s king 

resigned his throne and fled. 

The following period in Lan Xang history was marked by four strong kings, 

beginning with Suvanna Banlang (r. 1479-86), who drove the Vietnamese out of Luang 

Prabang. His successors have been characterized as “peaceful and constructive” kings who 

established close relations with Ayutthaya and promoted commerce with other regions, such 

as the Khorat Plateau.28 Visun (r. 1501-20) attempted to use Buddhism and a Buddha image 

called the Luang Prabang, to construct a Lao identity distinct from the Tai.  

During the sixteenth century Lan Xang flourished under Phothisarat (r. 1520-47) and 

Setthathirat (r. 1547-71), who aspired to establish Lan Xang as the supreme centre of the Tai 

mandalas, including Ayutthaya and Lan Na. During Phothisarat’s reign more universalistic 

ideas of Buddhism were espoused; he ordered the destruction of shrines dedicated to 

Brahmanical and local spirits. While Lan Xang vied with Ayutthaya and Lan Na for 

supremacy in the Tai world, all three also were confronted by a growing threat from 

Myanmar. 

 By the middle of the fifteenth century, Ayutthaya became embroiled in a century of 

warfare with Lan Na, which began when Ayutthaya captured and subjugated Sukhothai in 

1438. By 1500, Ayutthaya had attained total control over the Chao Phraya plain. 

In the south, Ayutthaya had already secured a commanding presence in the Malay 

Peninsula and in the Bay of Bengal by the 1460s. Ayutthaya’s sphere of influence extended 

to Melaka, which paid tribute, and to Temasek (Singapore) at the southern end of the Siamo-

Malay Peninsula. Ayutthaya incorporated the west coast ports of Dawei (Tavoy) in the 1460s 

and Tenasserim in 1488.29 Burmese rulers, especially those of Hanthawati-Taungngu such as 

Tabinshwehti, believed that these ports rightfully belonged to their mandala and were 

determined to prevent Ayutthaya from exploiting the riches of the Indian Ocean trade. This 

tension gave rise to the “elephant wars” between the Burmese and the Thai in the sixteenth 

century. 

During the first half of the sixteenth century, Ayutthaya developed into a major 

economic power, at one point attracting 56 percent of Ryukyu’s trade with Southeast Asia. 

Ayutthaya’s only major competitor in this trade was the Malay kingdom of Patani in southern 

Thailand which only managed to attract “less than half as many ships.”30 This trade provided 

Ayutthaya not only with wealth from revenue and taxes, but also with access to Western 

firearms. Through most of the sixteenth century Ayutthaya was the most prosperous of the 

kingdoms of mainland Southeast Asia despite periodic wars with Hanthawati-Taungngu. It 

was only in the late sixteenth century that Burmese attacks and increasing competition from 

Phnom Penh, Melaka under the Portuguese, and Banten in west Java challenged Ayutthaya as 

the primary port in the region.31 

 

 



 

 

Much Ado about Elephants: the Burmese-Thai Wars 

Chronicles record wars between Burmese and Thai polities from the eleventh century. 

The early pretext for conflict was religion: a struggle for Buddha’s relics and Buddhist texts. 

Wars were also fought over the right to be considered cakravartin [“turner of the wheel (of 

law)”, or universal monarch]. One of the seven attributes of the cakravartin was the 

possession of elephants, especially white elephants, which are sacred symbols (Buddha 

descended into Queen Maya’s womb in the form of a white elephant). While inscriptions and 

chronicles (including 300 Old Burmese inscriptions at Ava and other sources such as yazawin 

or stories of kings) emphasize the importance of religion as the key motivating factor, secular 

reasons were probably influential as well, namely the assertion of dominance over rival 

kings, and the capture of subjects. Descriptions of wars always refer to prisoners taken to the 

victorious polity’s capital to increase the population and add new skills. Some scholars, 

particular Thais, have also suggested the desire to capture territory as a motive for the 

“elephant wars”, but in Southeast Asia, where population was sparse and land was plentiful, 

gaining more territory made no sense unless one had subjects to exploit it. The objective of 

controlling a territory was probably less motivated by a desire to extract resources and taxes 

from a specific area of land and more driven by a desire to benefit from the labour of the 

people who inhabited that land. The concept of a polity in a geospatial setting is also relative: 

it was a measurement of peer polities’ relative strength over one another. Thus victorious 

rulers did not normally colonize newly acquired territory by sending subjects there; instead 

they forced conquered subjects to move to the territory already under their control. 

Scholars have cited a range of causes for the elephant wars, from geopolitical and 

political reasons, favoured by scholars such as Damrong Rajanubhab and Koenig, to 

economic considerations proposed by Lieberman and James, and ideological motivations 

suggested by Sunait Chutintaranond. In Our Wars with the Burmese, Prince Damrong 

Rajanubhab suggested that the contest to control Mon polities in lower Myanmar fuelled the 

wars between Taungngu and Ayutthaya.32 Nidhi Eoseewong asserts the role of geopolitical 

considerations, such as the perpetuation of political stability within major polities in the 

valleys of the Ayeyarwadi and Thanlwin (Salween) rivers, a concern which continued into 

later periods.33  

Focusing on Burmese-Thai relations in the Konbaung period, Koenig and Myo Myint 

considered political reasons to have been the main factor which dictated the nature of the 

conflict between Myanmar and Thailand from the early period to the era of Konbaung 

Myanmar and Ayutthayan Siam (Thailand). Myo Myint interpreted Alaunghpaya’s war 

against Ayutthaya (1759-60) as stemming from the Burmese king’s desire to expand his 

territory and establish a strong state.34 Koenig suggested that the ineffectual administration of 

local officials led to rebellions among subjugated groups like the Mon and Lanna Shan which 

thereby forced Myanmar and Thailand into direct conflict because the minority groups sought 

the protection of the stronger polities. During the Konbaung period, some armed struggles 

with Thailand can be attributed to Burmese suppression of rebellions in these peripheral 

areas.35 

 An important work which focuses on the sixteenth-eighteenth century warfare 

between Myanmar and Thailand is On Both Sides of the Tenasserim Range by Sunait 

Chutintaranond and Than Tun. This work provides detailed information on the actions which 



 

 

took place as well as the soldiers, kings, and generals involved, and their perceptions of the 

conflicts. Sunait argues that the kings waged wars because they were motivated ideologically 

to establish themselves as the cakravartin or universal monarch of mainland Southeast Asia. 

The idea that warfare was driven by the struggle to acquire white elephants stems from the 

royal titles such as Hsinbyushin or hsinbyu Thakin, which refer to the owner or lord of white 

elephants.36 The lord of white elephants was “a type of iron-wheeled cakravartin 

(ayascakravartin) or balacakravartin (armed cakravartin) who rules Jambudipa”.37 The more 

white elephants a ruler possessed, the greater his glory, influence, and right to claim divine 

favour. The acquisition of white elephants hence became a casus belli for conflicts between 

rival Buddhist rulers and their polities. 

While texts may emphasize the religio-ideological rationale for conducting wars, the 

fact that the conflict zone was located in the Tanintharyi region suggests that practical 

considerations played at least a prominent role. The increasing importance of the coastal ports 

in lower Myanmar at this period cannot be underestimated. Control of these ports meant 

increasing wealth from taxing trade. This constituted an important factor leading to 

Tabinshwehti’s capture of Bago and absorption of ports such as Pathein, Muttama, and 

Myaungmya (see above). This also brought Taungngu into competition with Ayutthaya for 

dominance over Tanintharyi and the Malay Peninsula and regional control of international 

trade with Muslim merchants as well as the Portuguese who made their way to the region in 

the sixteenth century. 

 The wars with the Thai formed part of the Burmese attempt to prevent potential 

challenges to their possessions.38 James argues that economic considerations were the key 

motivation for the wars: both polities desired to gain control of the lucrative trans-peninsular 

trade which linked the Gulf of Martaban and the Gulf of Siam, which was in turn connected 

via the overland route to China via northern Thailand. Ayutthaya seized control of the trade 

routes on the Malay Peninsula which also connected Mergui, Martaban, and Tavoy by the 

late fifteenth century. The Portuguese capture of Melaka in 1511 meant that these ports began 

to be increasingly utilized by Muslim traders who wished to avoid trading with infidels.39 It 

was this lucrative trade which Hanthawati-Taungngu sought to wrench from Ayutthaya’s 

control. Hanthawati-Taungngu also wanted to capture Ayutthaya to acquire its riches and its 

subjects as well as to demonstrate their supremacy over their Thai contemporary.40 

The elephant wars also originated from the desire of the Burmese kings of Taungngu 

(Bago) and later Restored Taungngu (Ava) to extend their influence over Ayutthaya. 

Tabinshwehti invaded Ayutthaya but failed to subdue Ayutthaya. It was Bayinnaung, his 

successor, who succeeded in conquering Ayutthaya in 1569. Unlike Tabinshwehti who had 

his eyes trained on lower Myanmar and southward expansion, Bayinnaung (r. 1551-81) first 

expanded northwards against polities in upper Myanmar and the Shan region before turning 

to Ayutthaya and Rakhaing.41 Lan Na, a northern Thai polity, allied itself with Ayutthaya to 

fend off the attack of the Taungngu forces.42 Bayinnaung’s success was undisputed; as early 

as 1557, he commissioned a bell inscription which declared that he was the great king of 

Ketumati, Hanthawati, Tharehkettara, Bagan, Ava, Mong Mit, Hsipaw etc. Bayinnaung was 

not only a capable military strategist and leader; he was able to project an image of himself as 

a cakravartin as recorded not only in Burmese chronicles and inscriptions, but also in later 

Thai sources.43 Following Bayinnaung’s victory over Ayutthaya, Ayutthaya became a 

tributary polity of Hanthawati-Taungngu until the reign of king Naresuan (r. 1590-1605), 



 

 

who rebelled and reinstated Ayutthaya as an independent polity. In an episode rich in 

symbolism, Naresuan fought an epic duel on elephant-back with the Burmese crown prince 

and killed him in 1593 at Nong Sarai.44 

 Ayutthaya reassumed control of the trans-peninsular trade following the collapse of 

Hanthawati-Taungngu during the reign of its last king, Nandabayin (r. 1581-99). Ayutthaya 

attacked Bago, Muttama, and Mawlamyaing (Moulmein). The Arakanese also seized the 

opportunity presented by the floundering state of the Burmese polity to attack and sack Bago 

with the help of Portuguese allies. A priest, Father Francis Fernandes, described Martaban 

which he visited in 1599 and referred to the attack by Ayutthaya which had devastated the 

site. According to Fernandes, the then king, Bannya Dala “hath only two or three fortified 

Cities, not able to withstand the Siamites.”45 

The Seventeenth-Century Divergence: Restored Taungngu (Ava) and Ayutthaya 

 Following the demise of Hanthawati-Taungngu, a new polity was established in the 

north by Nyaungyan Min (r. 1597-1606), the first king of the Restored Taungngu dynasty 

(1597-1752) with its capital at Ava. The second king, Anaukhpetlun (r. 1606-28) attempted to 

reassume control over the transpeninsular trade and the polities in the south. He was able to 

capture Ye and Dawei (Tavoy), but the Thai held on to Mergui and succeeded in defeating 

the Burmese in 1614. The king however hesitated to carry out continuous campaigns against 

the Thais, having learned from the example of Nandabayin who overextended his forces and 

ended up being defeated by the Thais.46 Anaukhpetlun focused on campaigns within 

Myanmar, launching attacks against Tharehkettara and Taungngu and attempted to revive 

Bago and coastal sites in lower Myanmar. He was able to suppress De Brito in Syriam and 

confiscated weapons and conscripted the captured Portuguese mercenaries into the Restored 

Taungngu military. Between 1614 and 1615, the king and his brother, later King Thalun, 

launched attacks against Lan  Na, Chiang Tun, Chiang Rung-Sipsong Panna.47 The Burmese 

recaptured Lan Na and established a centre at Chiang Saen to govern Lan Na and other sites 

under Burmese occupation.48 

The seventeenth century, compared to the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries, was 

marked by sporadic wars between Myanmar and Thailand, with Ayutthaya profiting greatly 

from international trade. Ayutthaya became a very successful port polity, able to attract 

Dutch, English, French, Japanese, Arab, Persian, Chinese and other traders to its port. 

Thalun’s reign also saw the exchange of envoy missions between Myanmar and Thailand.49 

A pagoda inscription dedicated to King Thalun, but written in 1649-1650 on the orders of his 

heir King Pindale (r. 1648-61) described ten territories.50 

The period between the end of the sixteenth and early eighteenth centuries is 

characterized by the success of Ayutthaya as a commercial port polity. Following the death of 

King Narai (r. 1656-88), Ayutthaya became politically unstable, but this did not prevent 

Ayutthaya from becoming the wealthiest urban site in mainland Southeast Asia in 1758.51  

The foundation of the Konbaung dynasty in 1752 spelled the beginning of the end of 

Ayutthaya as the expansionist Burmese dynasty led by its founder king, Alaunghpaya (r. 

1752-60) challenged the suzerainty of Ayutthaya and wage wars on Manipur, Ayutthaya, Lan 

Chang, and Arakan. Yangon (Rangoon/ancient Dagon?) became the centre for administering 

lower Myanmar. From Yangon, Alaunghpaya undertook the conquest of the western 



 

 

Tenasserim and invaded Ayutthaya via Dawei (Tavoy) and other Thai centres.52 Even though 

Alaunghpaya did not succeed in conquering Ayutthaya before he died.53 His descendant, 

Hsinbyushin (r. 1763-76) succeeded, invading and sacking Ayutthaya in 1767, effectively 

destroying the city. In a 1766 inscription at Shwebo, Bosantulut Kyaung Kyauksar, the king 

listed sixteen territories in his domain, compared to the ten territories listed as belonging to 

King Thalun of the previous dynasty; interestingly Hsinbyushin had already claimed in this 

inscription his sovereignty over Ayutthaya.54 The end of Ayutthaya remained in 1767, after 

which the centre of Thai sovereignty shifted further south to the vicinity of Bangkok. 

Descriptions of wars between Myanmar and Thailand in textual records highlighted 

the number of soldiers, elephants and horses employed in the campaigns; for instance, 

Tabinshwehti invaded Ayutthaya with 100,000 soldiers and 2,000 cavalry. Descriptions often 

also include war elephants used in the battles. The sixteenth to eighteenth centuries also saw 

increased access to weaponry such as gunpowder, and the availability of foreign mercenaries. 

As noted earlier, Tabinshwehti employed Portuguese and other foreign soldiers. How did 

these factors affect the conduct of Southeast Asian warfare? How were wars waged? Was 

there any transformation in warfare due to new technology and new hands for hire? Did 

tactics, strategies, and goals change? 

Military technology such as cannons and gunpowder were not new to the region: 

gunpowder and technology of making cannons was introduced by Ming China into northern 

mainland Southeast Asia (southern Yunnan, northeast India, northern Myanmar, and 

Vietnam) during the late fourteenth century.55 Gunpowder in China dated back to the Tang 

dynasty (618-907), but the date of its first use in warfare remains unknown. Mongols used 

gunpowder to propel mortars and in bombs, especially in their naval invasions; the seabed off 

Japan is littered with cannonball-like bombs, formerly part of the weapons carried on board 

the ill-fated Mongol fleets sent against Japan in 1281. Gunpowder and cannons did not make 

their way to mainland Southeast Asia until the Ming period. Zhou Daguan, an envoy sent to 

Angkor in 1296-97 noted the absence of ballista and cannons, and in fact his dismal view of 

Khmer military capability as they possessed no bows, arrows, armours, helmets, or military 

tactics.56 

In the case of Myanmar, weapons such as cannons, handguns, and rockets were 

introduced to the Shan by renegades in Yunnan around 1397. The Shan became important 

middlemen facilitating the transfer of military technology from China to Ava. By the early 

1400s, coastal polities in Myanmar had started using Chinese and Muslim cannons.57 

Taungngu’s success in building an immense empire under the leadership of Tabinshwehti and 

Bayinnaung can be partially attributed to the appropriation of foreign firearms and the 

establishment of professional armies. 

Even though polities in northern mainland Southeast Asia had been introduced to 

guns in the late fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries, the technology introduced by the 

Chinese lagged behind that of Europe. Chinese cannons were lighter than European forged 

cannons. The Shan who purportedly learned to make cannon from the Chinese, forged 

cannons in the European mode but used designs based on the Chinese models. The Burmese, 

Vietnamese, Thai, Acehnese and Makassarese forged cannons, but abandoned these activities 

once they began acquiring Dutch and Portuguese cannons and matchlocks through trade. 

Aceh and Makassar forged large cannons, but these were used mainly as symbols and for 



 

 

magic.58 The nineteenth-century Vietnamese emperor, Gia Long, consecrated nine cannons as 

cosmological protectors for his palace at Hue.59 

Gunpowder technology was already utilized by a number of Southeast Asian polities 

at the start of the fifteenth century. Cannons were employed in many civil wars within 

Myanmar, Vietnam, and Thailand. The Chiang Mai Chronicle and The Nan Chronicle 

describe the use of mounted cannons in Thai wars during the fifteenth century.60 Cannons are 

similarly described in the accounts of Burmese-Thai wars, especially the sixteenth-century 

wars of Hanthawati-Taungngu. The utilization of such weaponry does not appear to have 

transformed warfare; textual accounts continue to refer to the large number of war captives 

taken and often describe single combat between rival leaders. Whether traditional Southeast 

Asian warfare was indeed largely bloodless and focused more on the capture of persons than 

the mass obliteration of their enemies is debatable; textual accounts may have continued to 

use conventional descriptions which did not necessarily conform to reality. Fights between 

champions may have occurred as described in textual sources. 

Considering the sparse population of much of Southeast Asia, the emphasis on the 

importance of people should not be easily dismissed. Charney suggests that inferences about 

low casualty rates and the tendency to flee rather than stand one’s ground should be 

reconsidered, but he has not produced any data to substantiate this revision.61 Charney relies 

more heavily on later Western sources than on indigenous texts. He concurs with previous 

scholars such as Sun and Lieberman that Western military technology had limited impact on 

Southeast Asia.  

Lieberman suggested that the utilization of technology such as gunpowder had a 

limited impact on the way Southeast Asians conducted warfare.  Even though Southeast 

Asians acquired cannons in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, and the Portuguese brought 

more powerful cannons, matchlock guns, and mercenary soldiers in the sixteenth century, 

textual accounts do not indicate any transformation in the conduct of warfare. Even in the 

nineteenth century in Aceh, the Dutch noted that the Acehnese mounted their cannons in 

fixed positions on walls so that they could only shoot in one direction. Southeast Asian 

warfare was only transformed when the Portuguese, Dutch, and later English began to carry 

out “total war”, eliminating their enemies by inflicting irreparable damage to persons and 

property.62 The acquisition of new technology alone probably did not transform the conduct 

of warfare. 

During the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries mainland Southeast Asian polities began 

to pay more attention to the coastal region, drawn by the lure of greater wealth from the 

flourishing international trade networks, but also to acquire knowledge and technology in 

areas such as ceramics. Ceramic production attained greater sophistication in both Myanmar 

and Thailand. The famous Martaban jars which so impressed early European visitors are one 

example of this development. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

1 Aung-Thwin and Aung-Thwin 2012: 111.  
2 For a detailed account of the exploits of Rajadhiraj, see Rajadhiraj Ayedawpon [The Royal 

Accounts of Rajadhiraj] 

3 The Kalyani Inscriptions 1892. 

4 Goh 2015: 88. 

5 Aung-Thwin and Aung-Thwin 2012: 112. 

6 Aung-Thwin and Aung-Thwin 2012: 113, 120; see also Aung-Thwin 1979 and Lieberman 

1980. 

7 Aung-Thwin and Aung-Thwin 2012: 113. 

8 Aung-Thwin and Aung-Thwin 2012: 107. 

9 Aung-Thwin and Aung-Thwin 2012: 123; Lieberman 2003: 122. 

10 Aung-Thwin and Aung-Thwin 2012: 124; Lieberman 2003: 119-23. 

11 Lieberman 2003: 119-48. 

12 Haggett 1965, Bronson 1977. 

13 Manguin 2009, Southworth 2011. 

14 Miksic 2009. 

15 Miksic 2009. 

16 Aung-Thwin and Aung-Thwin 2012: 123-7. 

17 Aung-Thwin 1985, Aung-Thwin 1990, Aung-Thwin 2005, Aung-Thwin and Aung-Thwin 

2012. 

18 Aung-Thwin and Aung-Thwin 2012: 125. 

19 Lieberman 2003: 149-50. 

20 Lieberman 2003: 150; Miksic 2010: 392. 

21 Lieberman 2003: 150-1. 

22 Aung-Thwin and Aung-Thwin 2012: 130-1. 

23 Tabinshwehti was a brash 15-year-old when he ascended the throne, see Aung-Thwin and 

Aung-Thwin 2012: 130. 

24 Lieberman 2003: 151. 

25 Aung-Thwin and Aung-Thwin 2012: 131. 

26 Wyatt 1984: 70. 

27 Wyatt 1984, 84. 

28 Wyatt 1984, 84. 

29 Wyatt 1984: 88, Lieberman 2003: 269. 

30 Lieberman 2003: 270. 

31 Reid 1995: 7-8, Ishii 1994, Aeusrivongse : 160. 

32 Damrong 1917.  

33 Nidhi Eoseewong 1986.  

34 Myo Myint 1999/2002. 

35 Koenig 1990: 15-16, 19-22. 

36 Inscriptions 1897: 201, Inscriptions 1900: 63, She Haung Myanmar Kyauksar Myar 1998: 

152, see also Chutintaranond 1990: 211-12. 

37 Chutintaranond 1990: chapter 5; Chutintaranond 1995: 59-60.  

38 Lieberman 1984: 266-7.  

39 James 2004: 302. 

40 James 2000: 75-83. 

 



 

 

 

41 Kala 1960: 243-439, Kala 1960: 1-65, Twinthin 1998: 72-205, Hanthawati Hsinbyumyashin 

Ayedawpon 1967: 321-95, see also Surakiat 2006: 19.  

42 Simms 1999: 72-3, Stuart-Fox 1998: 78-81. 

43 Than Tun 1994: 13-5, Damrong 1917, Chutintaranond 1995. 

44 James 2004: 302.  

45 Pimenta et al 2004: 187.  

46 Lieberman 1984: 55, James 2004: 302.  

47 Mangrai 1965: 250-51, Kala 1960: 143-79, 184-7; Nyaungyan Ayedawpon 1967: 419-43. 

48 Laddawan 2002: 97, Saraswadee 1996: 243-4. 

49 Surakiat 2006: 24, Kala 1960: 217-8, 240; Dijk 2001: 81.  

50 The inscription is Kaunghmudaw Pagoda/Rajamanichula Pagoda Inscription. 

51 James 2004: 302.  

52 Maung Maung Tin 2004: 235-8.  

53 Maung Maung Tin 2004: 176; Than Tun 1983-90: 56-7. 

54 See Inscriptions 1900: 522-3, Tin 2001: 166-7. 

55 Sun 2003.  

56 Briggs 1951: 249, Gunn 2011: 305. 

57 Lieberman 2003a: 146, 152; Gunn 2011: 306. 

58 Reid 2000, Gunn 2011: 309. 

59 Gunn 2011: 309. 

60 Wyatt and Wichienkeeo 1995: 80-1, Wyatt 1994: 53. 
61 Charney 2004, reviewed in Sun 2007. 

62 Lieberman 2003b: 220.  


