
In 1908, the Siamese monarchy undertook the renovation of the ordination hall or ubosot of 
Wat Rachathiwat, a Theravada Buddhist monastic complex in Bangkok that was adjacent to 
an 18th-century community of displaced Khmer Catholics. The historicist design integrated 
regional medieval idioms from Angkor with the Italian Baroque. As renovation of the ubosot 
began, Siam was compelled to recognize France’s territorial claims to Angkor Wat, which lay 
in the former Siamese province of Siem Reap. Often framed by nationalist historiography as 
a “loss of territory,” this event can be better understood as a shift in conceptions of 
sovereignty based no longer on cosmological relations but on delimited territorial claims. 
This change in theories of political authority was accompanied by a change in economic 
relations as the monarchy moved from a transregional tributary economy and began to 
participate in a new world economy of nation-states and empires. These changes registered 
across multiple scales, including architecture. The system of royal craftsmen or nai chang 
that had historically been responsible for the monarchy’s built works was being superseded by 
a system of architect-experts or sathapanik and migrant construction labor. This study frames 
the ubosot as a network of historical crossings in which medieval and modern understandings 
of sovereignty, identity, and architecture encountered one another in an era of unprecedented 
political and economic upheaval. It connects the renovation of the sacred space of the ubosot 
with the delineation of territorial borders between Siam and what would become the French 
protectorate of Cambodge and the reorganization of labor in the building trades. 
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