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From Ayutthaya to Bangkok.
A Comparison of Engelbert Kaempfer’s and Roger Willemsen’s
Travelogues about Capital Cities in Siam/Thailand

Johannes Goérbert

Abstract

This paper contrasts two very different travel accounts concerning the former
and current capital cities of today’s Thailand, written by German authors. On
the one hand, it deals with Engelbert Kaempfer’s report about his travels to the
then Siamese metropolis of Ayutthaya in 1690; on the other, it takes a closer
look at Roger Willemsen’s city portrait of Bangkok in the early 21st century. It
will be clear from the outset that these two approaches to the former and to the
current Southeast Asian capital cities differ greatly from each other in almost
every aspect. However, it remains to be seen whether there are still some
connections, running through this temporal lag of more than three centuries, in
the way that these two travelogues account for stays in the capitals of Siam and
Thailand. We have identified two very different ways of dealing with travels to
Southeast Asia in German literary history: the sensational, voyeuristic
perspective on Bangkok’s nightlife by the contemporary author Roger
Willemsen and the detached, scientific dealing with daily affairs in the Siamese
capital Ayutthaya by Engelbert Kaempfer in the early modern period.
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Ultimately, these two accounts represent conventional options from which
authors and readers alike can choose from in the future. By doing so, they will,
in the end, continue the long history of European image-branding for
Southeast Asian travel destinations: either by yet another exoticist “othering” or

by the ever-ongoing attempt to grasp different societies on their own terms.
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