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Abstract
The primary objective of this study was to identify ways in which highland
Buddhist landscapes and the locations of ‘Phra Thats’ (Buddhist shrines) on sacred 5

mountains were related to local people and economies. This study was conducted
at three sites, namely, Chiang Rai Province of Thailand, Keng Tung Township of the
Republic of the Union of Myanmar, and Jinghong Township of the People’s Republic
of China (PRQ). The research methodology integrated a review of ancient documents
with field work and geographic information technology. Based on the study, mountain-
situated Buddhist shrines could be divided into five groups, namely, 1) cliff shelters
and erected stones; 2) triads of mountains; 3) hills in cities; 4) small hills; and
5) small hills in valleys. The findings could explain the landscape-location
relationship in terms of the following.

Buddhism was employed as a tool to build civilizations and economic
prosperity, primarily through fosterage of literacy and mercantile ethics. Religion
was found to have intersected and connected different ethnic groups together,
uniting them in the context or space of remote commerce, as religion and economy
were found in perpetual coexistence. For this reason, Buddhist shrines were built
on sacred mountains of commercial towns along trade routes. This reflected the

relationship between religion and state power. A mountaintop shrine was usually
annexed to a royal residence (‘Hor Kham’, literally a ‘gilded tower’, a residence of
rulers in former times). A town would be founded in a cultural landscape with a

ARATRY

triad of mountains and highland springs. Over time, Buddhism underwent constant

changes and adjustments, always ready to relocate its sanctuaries and clergymen

into areas of prosperity.
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This research project could be a case study in comparison and argument with
Edmund Leach’s “Political Systems of Highland Burma’ (1954), particularly concerning
the Plang ethnic group. Mostly highland Buddhists, the Plangs use a Tai language
in their trade and are also literate in the Lanna orthography, in which Buddhist
teachings were recorded. Nonetheless, the Plangs always maintain their ethnic
identity. Despite their long periods of working in the plains and continuous
occupational interaction with Tai Khoen, Tai Lue, and Shan people, the Plangs have
faithfully conserved their highland space and identity, which they regard as the
true source of their prosperity. In this process, they even import resources from
the plains to build their own highland religious space.

Keywords: Highland landscapes; Shrines on sacred mountains; Buddhism
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