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Preface


Most Thai massage books available today are instruction manuals based on sequences, designed to teach students how to execute techniques that may be performed during a Thai massage. Printed materials all around the world and on the Internet may present volumes of information, but one cannot learn how to execute techniques, how to breathe and move organically, how to sense energy blockages, or how to effectively and holistically offer a Thai healing session by simply reading a book.

This book is different. There are no proposed sequences, and only a few detailed notes about specific Thai massage techniques appear in these pages. Rather than focusing on techniques and sequences, this anthology reflects the authors’ cumulative experience in the world of traditional Thai healing arts. It suggests ways to refine and deepen personal and professional practice, and it offers a wealth of previously unavailable information on aspects of Thai culture and spirituality, and on the history and evolution of the powerful healing modality known today as traditional Thai massage.

Much of the information presented in this compendium has never before been available in print, but it is by no means exhaustive. For example, the book contains an essay on Thai element theory but not about the taste system used in Thai medicine. There is an article on tok sen (a folk healing tradition that uses a wooden hammer and chisel) but nothing about yam khang, another Lanna tradition that uses fire and hot oil as the vehicle for healing. The reason for these omissions is simple. Traditional healing arts in Thailand are so varied, and the actual practice of nuad boran is so deep, that it would be difficult and unrealistic to attempt to present everything in one book.

In writing, compiling, and editing the essays that comprise this book, I’ve tried to present Thai massage as a unique healing art that comes from, and exists within, a framework of Thai traditional medicine, and as something that is also deeply connected to Thai Buddhist spirituality and Thai culture.


Content


The book is divided into several sections, each containing entries by different authors of varying length:

Section 1 (Introduction) This section presents general information on the evolution, concepts, theory, myths, historical facts, and intent of traditional Thai massage.

Section 2 (Mastery of Practice) offers specific information about developing, refining, and maintaining a healthy Thai massage practice. It includes essays on breath and body mechanics, acupressure concepts and techniques, ways to use your feet creatively, herbal compress therapy, self-protection techniques, body language, and information about sen lines and Thai element theory.

Section 3 (Spiritual and Cultural Connections) presents articles on traditional Thai healers, magic and spirituality in Thai society, Jivaka Kumarabhacca, Buddhist influence in Thai massage, the reusi tradition, and accessory modalities such as tok sen (hammering therapy) and reusi dat ton (Thai hermit stretching exercises).

Section 4 (Thai Therapists Speak) features articles and accounts by individual Thai therapists and teachers around the world who offer unique perspectives on their study, experiences, and work in traditional Thai massage and Thai healing arts.

The final section features a glossary, a bibliography, photo and illustration credits, biographies of the contributing writers, and an index.

Throughout the book, I have used italics the first time each non-English word appears in a given essay. Afterward, those words remain in plain type for the rest of that essay. Please refer to the glossary as necessary when reading this book.

Never before has such wide-ranging and extensive information about Thai healing arts been compiled and presented in print. I feel honored to be offering this information, along with the contributions of my colleagues, as traditional Thai massage continues to touch and transform the lives of many more people around the world.

Bob Haddad
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Section 1


Introduction



Practice, Culture, and Spirituality: Introduction


BOB HADDAD

The first time I experienced Thai massage, or nuad phaen boran, as it is known in the Thai language, I knew it was something very powerful. I was traveling with a friend who had recently taken an introductory course, and she wanted to practice some techniques on me. We moved the furniture in the room, put a blanket on top of the rug, and she began to work on me in supine position, based on a sequence she had learned from her teacher. I remember the sensation of palming on my feet and legs, and how nice it felt for my body to be opened and relaxed in that way.

I have no recollection of the other things she did that day, except for one brilliant move: a suspended spinal twist. While I was lying on my side, she braced her lower leg against my thigh, and she placed my right hand on my left shoulder. Then, while holding on to my left hand, she pulled my upper torso into the air, and my spine moved into a delicious twist. As I surrendered to that moment, suspended in space, my head dangling backward and my breath deep and long, I flashed back to earlier times in my life when I’d practiced yoga on a daily basis. I realized that the close connection I once had between my body and my spiritual center had become clouded, and that it needed to become clear again. There, while suspended in that pose, I knew that I wanted to learn more about this thing called “Thai massage.”

When I returned home, I began to read about Thai massage. I reviewed on the Internet the very few courses of study that were available in Thailand at that time, I checked the price of airfare, and within a few weeks I was in Chiang Mai, beginning an introductory course with Chongkol Setthakorn, my first teacher. I stayed in Thailand for a month on that trip, and when I returned home, I began to practice on my friends in a spare room of my house.

With instruction books and a notebook at my side, I followed the sequence that was laid out in my books over and over again, and I asked as many friends as possible to allow me to work on them. Over time I got better. I listened to the feedback that my “victims” offered, and I tried to remember as much as possible about each person’s likes and dislikes by writing notes in a book. I continued practicing those basic techniques for several months until I learned each sequence by memory. I began to take courses with other teachers in my own country, I returned to Thailand for additional study, and I continued to work on my friends for free until they began to leave donations as they left my practice room. “I’m leaving some money on the table for you,” they would say.

After eighteen months of study, I had begun to accept donations, but I still didn’t feel ready to practice professionally. I was following all the sequences I’d learned from various teachers, but something was still missing, and I didn’t know what it was. The next few years of study would help me to understand more clearly. Profound experiences and special people I encountered along the way encouraged me to find in myself that missing link.

Lessons along the way

I knew that a German-born teacher named Asokananda lived in a Lahu tribal village north of Chiang Mai. I had bought a few of his books in Thailand, and I wanted to study with him. He was teaching in Europe at the time, so I registered for an advanced course that was being held in Spain. After I sent in my registration, the teacher contacted me and asked me to tell him about my study background. I briefly explained with whom I had studied, and for how long. He responded that based on my study and experience to date, he would not be able to accept me into his class. I wrote back immediately and told him that I truly wanted to study with him. I made a more complete list of all the workshops I had taken, and I told him that although I had been studying and practicing for almost two years, I felt that something was missing and I needed a guide to help me find it. After a few days, he e-mailed me again, and he gave me his permission to register for the weeklong course.

The first day of class was a revelation for me. Asoka, as some of his students affectionately called him, welcomed us, and then he asked us to choose a partner and to begin work. We asked him what he wanted us to do, and he simply said “just begin to work.” I took a moment to focus and pray, and I began to work on my partner’s feet – palming, twisting, compressing, stretching, pressing points on the soles, working the lines and the toes, pulling the feet, cracking the knuckles, rotating the ankles – many of the standard Thai techniques I had learned for the feet.

We all worked in silence as the teacher observed. Occasionally, he would come close and speak quietly to one of us. We continued working for several more minutes, each in our own way, and I got to the point where it was time to work on my partner’s lower legs. I began to palm-walk on her feet, then on her calves in an alternating fashion – first palming one leg, then the other, and repeating this left-right pattern as I moved upward. All my previous teachers had taught me to palm-walk in this way. Asokananda approached me, and he said softly: “That is a perfectly legitimate and effective way to work the lower legs with your palms, but in this particular case, I wouldn’t do it that way.” He smiled at me, and then he turned and walked away.

“What does that mean?” I thought to myself, “and what should I do now?” I had absolutely no idea what to do, and I looked toward him, expecting him to instruct me, to tell me, to show me exactly what I should do, but he was already whispering to someone else at the end of the room. I glanced over to another student a few feet away, and I saw that she was palming both of her partner’s legs simultaneously, not in alternating fashion as I had been working. I looked down at my practice partner and noticed that one of her feet was slightly more upright than the other. I opened her legs a little wider so I could get closer, and I began to palm simultaneously, leaning in with my body-weight, just as the other student was doing. A short time after making this modification, I felt my partner’s more upright leg surrender slightly to my touch, and by the time I had finished palming simultaneously up and down her legs, both of her feet were equidistant to the mat. Surprised, I looked over to Asokananda at the end of the room. He saw me raise my head, and he looked at me and smiled.

This was the first turning point in my journey into the world of nuad boran. I was impressed that making such a slight adjustment in my technique and body mechanics could bring about a visible change for the receiver, but I was even more impressed with the teacher. He hadn’t been judgmental at all when I was working in alternating fashion. In fact, before he offered his comment, he validated me first by saying that what I was doing was legitimate and perfectly acceptable. Then he smiled and left me to discover the adjustment I needed to make for myself, without ever telling me what to do. He gave me permission to break away from my methodical sequence, so that I could pay closer attention to the individual before me, yet all the while, he kept a watchful eye over me from across the room. I was so impressed and humbled by his teaching style that I immediately knew that I wanted to study further with him. This began a friendship with Asokananda that lasted until his untimely death.

A few years later, I was sitting at an outdoor restaurant in Chiang Mai with some friends, when a Thai massage colleague passed by. She came over to our table, and by the expression on her face, we all knew something was very wrong. She told us that Chaiyuth Priyasith, the great Thai massage teacher, had suddenly died that afternoon, and that she and other students were with him when it happened. We were shocked by the news of his passing, but even more surprised by the way it happened. Chaiyuth had collapsed and died during a ceremonial spirit dance while paying homage to Jivaka Kumarabhacca, the legendary Indian doctor revered throughout Thailand as the ancestral teacher of traditional medicine (see “Memorial for Chaiyuth” in this book). We consoled our friend, and I made plans to meet her the next morning to learn details of the funeral.

Two days later, I joined a large crowd of people at Wat Mahawan for the prayer, grieving, food, and music that are typical of a Thai funeral. Just as we began to take our seats, Asokananda arrived on a motorbike. He noticed me, and he invited me to sit with him. I could see that he was quite upset, yet he spoke softly. We sat with other mourners as a row of monks on an elevated platform chanted for the release of Chaiyuth’s soul from his body. Occasionally during the ceremony, Asokananda told me about his experiences with Chaiyuth, and how he and Pichest Boonthumme were his most important teachers.

Attending the funeral of a Thai massage master made a lasting impression in my heart for two main reasons. First was the way in which Chaiyuth had died. At that point in my study, I was beginning to understand the important role that spirituality played in Thai healing arts, but the fact that Chaiyuth had died while apparently channeling the energy of Jivaka motivated me to move more deeply into the spiritual aspect of the work. Secondly, while I sat there at the funeral with my teacher, who was himself a student of the deceased, I couldn’t have imagined that this would be one of the last times I would be sharing intimate moments with Asokananda. Though we corresponded regularly after Chaiyuth’s death, Asokananda succumbed to cancer quickly, and he died the following year.

During that same trip to Thailand, I had begun to think about the need for a unified voice for traditional Thai massage. All around the world, and especially in Thailand, foreigners (farang in Thai language) were taking courses at schools that promised to make them proficient at Thai massage in just a few weeks or months of study. Some were offering “teacher training” programs that, I felt, provided inadequate training and gave students an inflated sense of ego. Time after time in my study with various teachers, I’d met students who believed that they were qualified Thai massage therapists. Yet just by observing their body mechanics and their straight-from-the-book sequences, I knew that they were far from being accomplished practitioners. I had spent a year and a half studying and practicing before I even accepted donations, and these young people were taking Thai massage classes for only a few weeks, returning to their countries with certifications that weren’t legally binding, and immediately starting to practice professionally.

At this time I had already been studying with my second transformative teacher, Pichest Boonthumme. Those who regularly studied with him seemed to have “beginners’ minds,” diminished egos, and a deeper dedication to the practice. Students of all ages and levels of experience were in the same class. Some had been returning to study with him for many years, and several of us had become friends. One day I asked two of my classmates if I could brainstorm with them about the possibility of forming an organization that would propose basic standards of study and practice of traditional Thai massage. We met over dinner, discussed what each of us felt were important things to consider, and I scribbled some notes on a napkin. I worked on that list over the next few months, and with the help of colleagues and teachers, I developed a loose organizational structure for what would eventually become Thai Healing Alliance International (THAI). The guidelines we created became the first nonpartisan international standards for the study and practice of traditional Thai massage.

Ajahn Pichest (ajahn = teacher) was helping me to understand how important it was to be still, to meditate, and to use sensing, intuition, and good body mechanics as I worked. I was refining my ability to feel blockages in the human energy system with my hands, but I was in the presence of a master who sometimes didn’t even have to touch someone in order to detect a blockage.

Later that same year I returned to Thailand a second time for more study. After a month of study with Pichest and other teachers, a friend joined me in Chiang Mai, as we had made plans to vacation together on the beautiful islands of southern Thailand over the end-of-year holidays. We had bought air tickets to fly to Krabi on the mainland, and from there we would take a ferry to Koh Phi Phi. I decided to visit Pichest on Friday for morning prayers and to say goodbye, and my friend asked if she could come along. After prayers, Pichest turned around to face the group, so he could begin his daily discourse. Within a few seconds, he looked straight at me, and asked me if I was leaving the next day for southern Thailand. I replied that no, I was leaving on Sunday. “Morning or afternoon?” he asked. “Morning” I said. He became visibly upset upon hearing my answer, and he quickly summoned me to his altar. As I knelt before the altar with my hands in prayer position (wai), he began to bless me and to recite prayers over me, while tying knotted string bracelets around my wrists. Every once in a while, he would look up at me and say “be careful when you go, be careful” and then he would return to the prayers.

I had received blessings from him before, but never in such a deep way or for such an extended period of time. He continued the prayers for another few minutes. When he finally stopped, he looked at me with great concern, and he told me once again that I needed to be careful. I thanked him, offered a wai to him and to the altar, and I slowly backed away. As I turned around, I made an eye signal to my friend that it was time for us to go. Consequently she bowed and stood up to leave the room. “Oh, you are with Bob? Come here,” he said, as he motioned to her with his hand. My friend knelt at the altar, and he also began to bless her, saying every once in a while, “Be careful with Bob when you go. Be careful.”

After his blessing, he took a white object from a box nearby, placed it in her open hand, then closed her hand around it and said a final prayer. He had given her a tiny statue of Jivaka Kumarabhacca. She offered a final wai, and we left the classroom to begin our journey back to Chiang Mai. My friend was elated at having been blessed by my teacher, but I was very worried about what had just happened. Why was he so concerned about my safety? What did all of those blessings mean? What should I be careful about?

We spent Christmas Day, a Saturday, preparing for our early departure the following day. The next day – December 26, 2004 – we took an early morning flight from Chiang Mai to Bangkok, where we would make a connecting flight. We got our boarding passes for the flight to Krabi, and we were standing in line, waiting to board the plane at 9:30 a.m., when all of a sudden pandemonium broke out. People began to run and scream all around the airport terminal. The noise level rose dramatically, and some people began to cry hysterically. Someone said, “Look at the television,” so we rushed to a TV monitor in the departure lounge. What we saw would become forever etched in my mind. A massive tsunami had made a direct hit in southern Thailand. We stood with our mouths open, as we watched a live broadcast of rushing waves, and boats, homes and wreckage being swept to sea. Thousands of people were already feared dead in the region. On the bottom of the screen, Thai words, along with an English translation, described where the live broadcast was taking place. It was in Krabi.

I looked at the TV screen to read that word again, then I looked down at the boarding pass in my hand, and I read the very same word, Krabi. I was stunned. There was so much noise and commotion all around us that we decided to leave the boarding area and sit down in a quieter place to discuss what we would do. We went into a glass-enclosed restaurant, we ordered a coffee, and then suddenly we both realized that this was the reason that Pichest had been so worried. This was why he had told me to be so careful. He had sensed the danger zone that I was entering as I left the safety of the hills of northern Thailand. That realization was almost as shocking as the news of the tsunami.

Within a few seconds, I knew that I had to call him. If he had known that I was about to be in danger, then he surely would be worrying about me right now. I went to a public phone nearby and called him. “Ajahn Pichest, this is Bob.” “Ah, Bob,” he replied, “you OK?” I told him I was fine, and that we were just about to board the plane to Krabi when the tsunami struck. “Tsunami very strong energy,” he replied. We spoke for only another few seconds, and I told him I would be in touch with him again soon.

My intimate experiences with Asokananda, Chaiyuth, and Pichest, as well as several other meaningful incidents that have taken place over the years, have been the building blocks of my study and practice in Thai healing arts. My path in life has been shaped by consequence, by the decisions I’ve made, and by those whom I’ve met along the way. I am fortunate to have been blessed, figuratively and literally, by teachers, colleagues, clients, and students who have helped me to discover the magic, spirituality, and great healing power of traditional Thai massage.

Understanding Nuad Boran

So what is Thai massage? Well, for one thing, it’s not “massage” as we know it in the West. In fact, it is unfortunate that the term “Thai massage” has become so popular because that second word, massage, is misleading and inaccurate. Massage tables or oil aren’t used, there is no rubbing on the skin or kneading of the muscles, and the receiver remains clothed. The goal is not to work muscles, fascia, tendons, ligaments, organs, and soft tissue, though these anatomical elements are positively affected by the work. Neither is its purpose to simply stretch and apply passive yoga to another person on a floor mat. At its essence, nuad boran is a balanced blend of physical, energetic, and spiritual healing techniques and concepts. It is the skilful combination of applying both broad and targeted acupressure, finding and dissolving blockages, stimulating energy lines (sen), opening and toning the body with yoga-like stretches, and last but not least, allowing and encouraging the receiver to engage in a process of self healing, deep relaxation, and renewal.

Unfortunately, the world is filled with people who teach or practice Thai massage without having adequate knowledge or study experience. Many students lack the discipline, humility, or personal development that is required in order to take a slow and comprehensive approach toward learning. The Western model of learning in “levels” complicates the situation even further. Some teachers and schools in Thailand and around the world respond to this by marketing their courses in levels, and by creating and promoting curricula that claim to certify students as practitioners or teachers in a short period of time. Some new practitioners may study only for a few weeks or months before beginning to charge money for their services. All too often, students who take a hurried approach to learning emerge as unaccomplished and unrefined practitioners. Mixing Thai massage with other established modalities such as western table massage and yoga is also common. These hybrid forms may include elements of nuad boran, but they shouldn’t be confused with, or presented as traditional Thai massage.

Some practitioners and teachers, even after many years of practice, never understand or experience the deep spiritual and energy-based aspects of the work. These therapists apply acupressure and stretching techniques in a mechanical way, following sequences that they learned from their teachers, but without being sensitive and attentive to their clients’ needs. They haven’t yet understood how important it is to deviate from a sequence, to follow their intuition, to avoid working in certain areas, or to “listen” to the body of their client in order to understand how to best encourage and facilitate healing.

In my practice and study over many years, I’ve come to realize that certain perceptions and preconceptions about nuad boran are simply not true. I also believe that extremely important elements of this healing art are missing from many training programs around the world, including in Thailand. Instead, they remain either unspoken or unaddressed. What follows, in my opinion, are a few of these considerations:

Individualized treatments

Traditional Thai massage is not a sequence of techniques and movements that can be applied to all people. When we first learn Thai massage, it’s important to study and memorize sequences for each of the major body positions: supine, seated, side, and prone. These basic sequences help us to become familiar with techniques, and they allow us to learn how to transition from one movement to the next. An effective Thai treatment, however, cannot be given by mechanically following a sequence, no matter whose sequence it is, or how long it has been practiced. Teachers and schools that train students to follow proprietary fixed sequences for all clients may be hindering students from growing into deeply sensitive therapists. Along the way, there must be adaptation, exploration, and experience with a wide variety of different people. Generally speaking, only after several years of practice and study can we develop the sensitivity and awareness that is needed to effectively work with each person in an individualized fashion.

Individualized holistic treatment is at the heart of Thai healing arts, and Thai massage should be administered in this way in order to be fully effective. An accomplished Thai therapist continually practices and studies, preferably with a variety of teachers, throughout his entire career. He “listens” to the body of each client as he works, learns to sense energy flow and blockages, and relies on intuition, sensitivity, and stillness to guide him through each treatment.

The importance of self-healing

Much of the healing that takes place during a session results from the combined efforts of both the practitioner and the receiver. The therapist is not always the one to whom all credit is due. In fact, most therapists are not the great healers that their clients, students, and they themselves may think they are. The client is constantly on his or her own path of self-exploration, self-love, spirituality, self-surrender, and self-healing while receiving Thai treatments. Skilled and accomplished Thai therapists are as much witnesses to this self-healing as they are therapists. Masterful Thai massage therapists facilitate and encourage healing in others through their sensitive touch, their application of metta (loving-kindness), and the atmosphere of safety, trust, and confidence that they establish and maintain in their practice.

Body mechanics and breathwork are essential

Though they are not taught in many workshops and training programs, good body mechanics and correct breathing play extremely important roles in Thai massage. An experienced Thai therapist works only within his immediate reach, and positions his body directly ahead of, or on top of, the area where he is working. The hara, the core area located slightly below the navel, is where all movement should originate. A therapist’s back should be straight, the shoulders relaxed, the chest open, and in most cases, arms should be straight and locked at the elbows when applying pressure. Masterful Thai therapists utilize correct breathing patterns as they work, they remain observant of their client’s breathing throughout each session, and they adjust their breathing to work most effectively with that of their client. More information on this topic may be found in the essay in this book entitled “Breath and Body Mechanics in Nuad Boran.”

Distractions and ego get in the way

Thai massage is most powerful and effective when it is carried out, for the most part, in silence. The therapist needs to focus his energies, observe the body, hear the breath, and adapt his techniques to the needs of the individual before him. The receiver should ideally feel at peace and spiritually centered, with his nervous system in a parasympathetic (relaxed) state, since these conditions always encourage good results. Excessive talking during a session can be a distraction, and so can music, especially if it’s not at a low volume. I’ve found it’s best to not engage clients in conversation, to comment about their condition, or to offer excessive prompting or coaching. It’s also extremely important to suppress one’s ego during a Thai massage session. Don’t execute certain techniques or postures because you think your clients want you to do them, or in order to impress them. Be humble, stay open to subtle energies, work slowly and in a meditative way, and try to encourage silence.


Awareness of body language


From the moment they step into the treatment room and lie on the mat, clients display body language that can provide glimpses into their physical, psychological, and emotional states. An accomplished Thai therapist observes this body language, tries to interpret it, and proceeds with the treatment while remaining sensitive to the client’s needs. When a client lies down on the mat, are her palms turned up or down? Are her legs and feet close together or apart? Are her hands resting on top of her stomach, her chest, or near her genitals? Is one foot pointing more upward than the other? What could each of these things be saying? Very often, our interpretations and explorations of these observations can determine a correct course of treatment for each client we see. See “Considering Body Language” in this book.

The element of time

A complete Thai massage simply cannot be done in one hour. In many cases, even ninety minutes is barely enough time to adequately address the entire body. In Thailand, it is customary to administer sessions of two to three hours in length, but in the West, with the busy daily schedules of therapists and clients, this is sometimes not possible. Nevertheless, it’s best to allow between ninety minutes and two hours for each session, and even more when necessary.

Spiritual healing

Thai massage, at its essence, is a spiritual healing art, not simply a physical therapy. In Thailand, massage belongs to one of the branches of Thai medicine, and it incorporates Buddhist healing principles. Never underestimate the power of meditation and stillness while at work, both for the giver and the receiver. Stay grounded; be silent and encourage silence; focus your energies on your hands and on the other parts of your body that come into contact with the person you are touching; send metta to the receiver as you work; observe breath, both yours and the client’s; try to keep your mind empty of thought, as in vipassana meditation; try to sense blockages in the sen lines as you work, then try to dissipate them before you move to the next area of the body.

Providing comfort and maintaining safe boundaries

It’s best to keep the practice room at a comfortable temperature. A person who is lying motionless on the floor can become cold, not only because of room temperature but also because of internal energy movement. Take extra care to keep the client’s hands and feet warm, and consider covering portions of the body that are not being touched or moved for extended periods. Respect boundaries, both physical and psychological. When you apply acupressure and assisted yoga stretches, don’t push beyond the client’s level of comfort. Maintain regular contact with your client’s face, look for signs that display discomfort or pain, be patient and humble in your approach, and always work within the natural limitations of each individual.

At the beginning of a session, and periodically during the treatment, check the person’s body language to see if you can read anything about their potential protection zones. As you approach those private or “guarded” areas, take extra care to not directly invade them. If sexual thoughts or energies ever arise, whether they are initiated by the giver or receiver, momentarily stop the session. If they continue, terminate the session.

Balancing energy

One of the main goals of a nuad boran session is to free blocked energy (lom) in the sen, and to encourage free flow of that energy throughout the body. Displaced lom, however, can remain trapped in a client after a session if the therapist neglects to balance or forgets to balance the client’s energy properly. If a particular line or area of the body seems blocked, you might spend more time there, but also make sure that other points on that line receive your attention. In Thai medicine, lom flows in both directions along the sen, but the most common and respected traditional format is to begin at the feet with the client in supine position, and to end at the head, also in supine position. No matter how many body positions are used during a given treatment, it can be helpful to imagine the client’s overall energy as moving from the bottom of the body to the top.

Pre-session preparations and post-session cleansing

Before a session takes place, the room should be neat and clean, and it should be free of lingering energies from any previous activities. Take time to meditate or pray, focus on your altar, loosen your body through yoga, breathe slowly and deeply, and clear your mind. After the session is finished, and especially if it was an intense or emotionally charged treatment, make sure to cleanse the room properly, and also take time to rid yourself of any outside energies that you may have taken on during the treatment. The essay in this book called “Self-Protection Techniques for the Thai Therapist” suggests pre- and post-session techniques that may be of interest.


Dignifying Thai healing arts

One of the most wonderful things about Thai massage is that it is not static, and that it will continue to evolve and expand as a healing art well into the future. Despite this wonderful capacity to expand and grow, however, it is important to study and practice Thai massage within the contexts of Thai healing traditions, Thai Buddhist spirituality, and Thai culture.

In recent years, some Westerners have combined Thai massage concepts with other practices and therapies, and even some teachers and schools in Thailand promote treatments and courses of study by using the word “Thai,” when these curricula are not true to Thai healing traditions. In my opinion, there’s nothing wrong with combining techniques and concepts from different sources, as long as the result is promoted as a hybrid form or a new creation, and not as a traditional healing art.

Traditional Thai massage is a unique and powerful vehicle of healing, and it deserves to be practiced, taught, and promoted within the context of traditional Thai medicine, not Indian Ayurvedic medicine, Chinese medicine, Western medicine, or any other body of knowledge. Some people speak of Thai sen lines in relation to Chinese meridians, but traditional Chinese medicine has never had any direct influence on the evolution of the traditional Thai medicine system. Many Thai massage lovers are also avid yoga practitioners, and since they are familiar with yoga philosophy or Ayurveda, they blend them and present the result within the framework of traditional Thai massage. Fortunately, these days, there is a growing interest in learning more about traditional Thai medicine, and qualified teachers are becoming more accessible to serious Thai massage therapists in the West and in Thailand. I hope this trend will continue into the future.

I encourage all students, practitioners, and teachers of Thai massage to be diligent in their approach to study; to evolve slowly, patiently, creatively, and respectfully as practitioners of this noble healing art; and to dignify and elevate traditional Thai massage by practicing it within the framework of the traditional medicine, culture and spiritual values of Thailand.



Traditional Thai Massage:
An Overview


KIRA BALASKAS

Traditional Thai massage is a unique and powerful healing art that combines acupressure, stretching, and assisted yoga. As Thai massage has grown in popularity around the world and in Thailand, it has taken on many names. The terms nuad boran, Thai yoga massage, traditional Thai massage, Thai yoga therapy, and Thai yoga bodywork are used interchangeably, since they all refer to the same healing art that has been practiced in Thailand for many years.

Nuad boran is not massage as it is known in the West, and the term “Thai massage” is somewhat of a misnomer, since the human energy system, not only the physical body, is affected during treatment. Elements of nuad boran have been incorporated into modern forms of massage, bodywork, physical therapy, and yoga, but there is no real substitute for the mind/body healing process that unfolds during and after an effective Thai session.

History and origins

Thai massage traces its lineage to Jivaka Kumarabhaccha, a legendary doctor from early Buddhist scriptures. Thai people refer to him as Shivagakomarapaj or Gomalapat, and throughout Thailand he is honored as the father of Thai medicine. Statues and images of a bearded Indian man in flowing robes, sitting in cross-legged position, may be found throughout the country. Protection amulets bearing his image are worn by healers and also by those who seek healing. Thai massage teachers and practitioners say prayers each day to honor Jivaka as an ancestral teacher, and as an intercessor for healing.
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Epigraphs at Wat Po showing energy lines and pressure points

It’s not clear exactly how and when nuad boran developed in Thailand, but its origins almost certainly may be traced back to Indian Ayurvedic principles and early Buddhist traditions. The exact origins have remained obscure, and this is partly due to the fact that for centuries Thai medical knowledge was passed down orally from teacher to pupil. In addition, early Thai medical documents that were kept on palm-leaf manuscripts were destroyed during a war with Burma in the eighteenth century.

Thai massage today

A general revival of Thai massage took place in Thailand during the last two decades of the twentieth century. Prior to this, the popularity of Western medicines, combined with government efforts to modernize Thai society, had greatly diminished the roles of traditional healing arts, including massage and herbal medicine. In rural areas, however, traditional teachings were kept alive by healers who followed the traditions of their ancestors. Westerners, seeking knowledge of alternative forms of healing and spirituality, began to arrive in Thailand in the 1980s, and treatment centers such as Wat Po in Bangkok and the Old Medicine Hospital in Chiang Mai played major roles in keeping these healing traditions alive. The influx of foreign students seeking knowledge of Thai healing arts also encouraged a resurgence of Thai massage among Thai people in Thailand. Since then, traditional Thai massage has continued to increase in popularity, both in Thailand and all around the world.

Those people familiar with traditional Thai massage recognize that it is highly effective in the treatment of many ailments. It can benefit stroke victims by returning mobility and sensitivity to their limbs, and it is effective in treating frozen shoulder, asthma, back pain, and many other conditions. Today, a variety of teachers and schools throughout Thailand offer courses in nuad boran, and storefronts offer massage treatments on the streets of major cities. Because of the lack of regulated standards of study and practice, however, the quality of treatments varies greatly. All around the world, it’s difficult to know if you’ll get an experienced and sensitive therapist, or someone who has had little training. It’s often best to choose by personal recommendation, to receive a session from a teacher at a Thai massage school, or to seek out a traditional healer.

In many Western countries, licensed table massage therapists may legally practice Thai massage if they have studied only at the most elementary level, and even sometimes if they have never studied Thai massage at all. Knowledge of table massage doesn’t automatically qualify someone to give an effective Thai treatment. As with any discipline, one must be adequately trained before offering professional services. Local and national governing boards, seeking control and revenue, may one day attempt to regulate traditional Thai massage under the aegis of another modality, such as table massage. This is a matter of great concern for Thai massage professionals and also for the general public.

Nevertheless, there are many dedicated and experienced Thai therapists and teachers around the world today who aspire to high standards. The Sunshine Network, established under guidance of the late Asokananda, is a loosely woven network of teachers trained under shared guidelines. Thai Healing Alliance International (THAI) is an international nonpartisan network of students, therapists, teachers, and schools that adhere to and promote basic standards of study and practice of traditional Thai massage around the world.

Styles and variations

It is often said that there are two general styles of Thai massage: Northern and Southern. The principal school to promote southern-style nuad boran is based at Wat Po in Bangkok. What is known as the northern style was largely developed at the Foundation of Shivagakomarpaj (Old Medicine Hospital) in Chiang Mai. Today however, a wide variety of schools and teachers promote northern, southern, or a combination of these two styles.

Whether studying the northern or southern approach to nuad boran, you will encounter great diversity in techniques, and many therapists and teachers currently incorporate a mixture of styles and techniques into their work. As you travel from place to place in Thailand, you will rarely receive the same form of treatment twice. Some practitioners concentrate on energy lines, working in a slow and methodical manner; some incorporate extensive stretching techniques; while others pluck the tendons with thumbs and fingers, a style sometimes known as jap sen. Length of the sessions varies, and some therapists and schools use hot herbal compresses for every session.

Rather than making distinctions between northern and southern styles, some argue that there are only two legitimate forms of Thai massage: Royal (ratchasamnak) and Folk (chaloeysak.) As the name implies, royal style was developed long ago in order to treat Thai kings, queens, and other members of the royal family. There are strict rules covering protocol for working in a respectful manner, and only hands may be used. In addition, the practitioner must take care to maintain extra distance from the receiver, and prone position (face down) is never used during the course of a treatment. Royal style is still used in some places to treat the general public, and because it utilizes strong thumb acupressure, it can bring about good results in a short period of time. The more common folk style disregards the etiquette reserved for royalty, and instead utilizes hands, feet, elbows, knees, and other parts of the body to execute postures and techniques. The overwhelming majority of practitioners around the world and in Thailand practice in the folk style.

Thai massage theory

Thai yoga massage is based on a belief in a life force that circulates through energy pathways in the body. Indian yoga philosophy calls this life force prana, the Chinese refer to it as chior qi, and in Thai medicine it is called lom. It is said to be absorbed into the body from the food we eat, from the air we breathe, and from the living energy all around us. In Thai massage, these pathways comprise an energy system of pathways or lines (sen). A blockage in any line may impede or prevent the free flow of lom, and therefore may lead to aches, pain, and disease on physical, emotional, and spiritual levels. Thai yoga massage focuses on ten major lines, called sip sen (ten sen), and a thorough Thai treatment usually affects these ten sen lines.

The Indian origins of Thai yoga massage are clear from its basic theory. The link becomes even more obvious if we compare the names of three of the main Thai sen lines with their Indian equivalents, known as prana nadis. The Thai energy line called sumana sen is known to Indian yogis as sushumna nadi. Similarly, the two sen known in Thai as ittha and pingkhala are derived from the Indian nadis called ida and pingala.

Some people claim that Thai sen lines are the same as the meridians in Chinese medicine and, by extension, other modalities such as Japanese shiatsu. This is definitely not the case. The sen lines and Chinese meridians do intersect at important acupressure points along the body, but they follow different pathways. Also, lom in Thai medicine is believed to flow in both directions within individual sen, whereas chi in Chinese medicine is believed to flow from one point to another in only one direction. Whatever the differences in form, technique, and theory, however, Thai, Chinese, Indian, and other ancient Eastern healing systems are all concerned with locating and diminishing blockages so that the free flow of energy may be restored, balanced, and fortified.
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The Indian nadis sushumna, ida, and pingala lend their names to three important Thai sen lines

Spiritual elements

It’s important to understand the spiritual nature of Thai massage, and to work in a spiritually focused manner. Traditionally, nuad boran was offered on the grounds of Buddhist temples and was an extension of spiritual practice, particularly meditation. Accomplished therapists strive for a sense of awareness of each moment as they work on the receiver’s body. The effects of Thai massage are greatly enhanced through a practice known as metta, or loving-kindness meditation. When we send metta to our clients as we work, we offer them unbridled compassion through our healing touch.

An important aspect of Thai massage is the intention with which we carry out a treatment. A session given with awareness, metta, sensitivity, and care will feel totally different from one given in a mechanical or technical way. Performing the work in a meditative way also engages the relaxed parasympathetic state in the nervous system of the receiver, allowing the heart rate to slow down, intestinal and glandular activity to increase, and the muscles to relax. Practicing in a calm, meditative way allows both parties to feel balanced and peaceful, and it helps the therapist to develop intuitive abilities and to sense blockages in the sen lines.

East and West

Without an understanding of the Eastern thought process, Thai massage can become stuck in a Western field of perception, one that is more limited in scope. Systematic and analytical Western viewpoints can make it difficult to understand and experience the intuitive and spiritual healing that takes place in nuad boran.

In the West, we often seek out one absolute truth, one solution, and one answer to each issue. Eastern thought, however, allows for many ways to deal with matters, and personal intuition, inclination, and spiritual direction are very important. The Eastern mind searches less for final answers, and works with what is available at each moment in order to fulfill an immediate purpose. Since there is not a single, standard solution to every problem, one must be intuitive and creative during a Thai massage treatment. If what we do doesn’t work, we might try something else. In the Western medical approach, most patients who see a doctor for symptoms that point, for example, to a stomach ulcer, will be given the same treatment or prescribed the same type of medicine in almost every case. In Eastern medicine, if several people go to a traditional doctor, each one might receive slightly different treatments. By extension, the same holds true for Thai massage. We cannot use the same sequence or routine for every person we treat.

Another difference between the two approaches is that unlike Western massage, nuad boran has little relationship to anatomy and physiology. In ancient Thai society, human dissections were probably not performed, and healers did not systematically study the basic structure of the body under the skin. Instead, they studied the workings of the human energy system, and how massage, point pressure, and manipulation bring about healing by releasing blockages in the body’s energy channels.

These days, many students wish to apply their knowledge of anatomy and physiology to Thai massage, but anatomical knowledge doesn’t necessarily improve the effectiveness and quality of Thai treatments. It is important that the Western analytical approach not interfere with our innate abilities to sense blockages and to feel energy. Learning to be still and aware enough to feel energy is crucial to practicing Thai massage in an intuitive, creative, and effective way. At an advanced level of practice, intuition, mindfulness, and spiritual focus are the most important elements of our work.

Effects and benefits

Many benefits may be gained from a Thai massage session. Properly balancing the energy systems of the human body can have a profound effect on the receiver. One often feels an immediate sense of grounding and openness, and perceptions such as taste, touch, smell, and vision may be dramatically enhanced. It can sometimes take several days for the energy rebalancing to take full effect, and clients often continue to feel positive effects for many weeks after the session.

Two common responses to a Thai massage session are tiredness, or a dramatic spike of energy. Whatever the initial reaction, energy is in the process of being rebalanced, and even if we feel tired immediately afterward, once the lethargy passes we will usually feel much more energetic, alive, and aware. Other benefits of Thai massage include greater flexibility in the joints, enhanced blood circulation, improved body alignment, straighter posture, deeper breathing, and stimulation of internal organs, which helps them to function at an optimal level.


General conditions for practice

Before and during a Thai massage session, it’s important to take into consideration a number of factors related to health conditions, environment, body positioning, breath, flow, and pressure.

Know your client’s health history

Before you begin a session, make sure to ask the receiver about their current health and their health history. It’s important to know about any condition that could make your work unsafe or cause harm in any way. If you practice Thai yoga massage professionally it’s essential to keep a health history for each client, so that you have a permanent record of their information. You can find samples of professional intake forms on the Internet, you may create your own, or you may download the client intake form from the Thai Healing Alliance website.

Maintain good posture

The most common postural mistakes in Thai massage are bent arms, a hunched back, tense shoulders, and using muscle strength to apply pressure. Working in this way is bound to leave you feeling achy, tired, and drained after giving a massage. You may also be more likely to absorb the receiver’s tension and be more sensitive to negative energies released during the session. Always keep your back and arms straight, and apply pressure and stretches using your body weight. If you remember to do these two things, you should feel energized, relaxed, and pain-free after giving a treatment.

Due to relative body size, there may be a few exercises where it may be difficult to keep your arms straight or to use your body weight effectively. If you’re attempting to do a stretch that requires muscle power, or if you anticipate straining of any type, simply eliminate that exercise or technique. While performing Thai massage, stay aware of your posture, and especially notice if your shoulders begin to creep upward. If they do, take a breath, relax, and let your shoulders release downward.

Breath awareness

Once you become aware of your own breath, you can tune into the rhythm of the receiver’s breath. Breath awareness helps you to stay calm, concentrated, and relaxed in your own body. Being aware of the receiver’s breath helps you to relate more deeply to him during the treatment. This, in turn, allows you to tune into his energy body, and to be aware of his needs in a more intuitive way. During the massage, try to bring your attention to your breath as often as possible. If you’re feeling tense or frustrated, bring your focus back to your breath and you should immediately feel calmer and more connected to the receiver.

Applying pressure

Thai yoga massage is a strong and vigorous bodywork treatment. The pressure you use shouldn’t be painful, but generally it should be right on the threshold of pain – just before it becomes painful. The amount of pressure needed to reach this level varies from person to person, and it is vital that you apply the correct amount of pressure for each individual. This is not only important for the well-being of the receiver but also for the effectiveness of the treatment itself. If you work too gently, your pressure may not reach the energy body. If you work too strongly, you may cause the receiver to feel tense and be closed to the work.

Discovering the right amount of pressure for each person is an art in itself, and it takes practice and experience. At first, you may need to ask your clients for feedback. As you practice, don’t hesitate to occasionally ask about the level of your pressure. If you don’t ask, many people will not say anything at all, even if the pressure is too strong for them. It is even more common for people to remain quiet if the pressure is too gentle.

There are particular points or areas on the body that are usually more painful than others. These are mostly therapeutic pressure point areas, where it is normal to feel a certain degree of pain. This is sometimes referred to as “good pain.” Good pain is generally beneficial, as long as it is bearable, and as long as the receiver can breathe into the pain and stay relaxed and open. Good pain usually disappears as soon as the pressure is released. “Bad pain,” on the other hand, lasts after the pressure has been released. This usually indicates that pressure was applied in the wrong place or in the wrong way. Don’t press too hard until you are confident that you’re in the right place and that you aren’t pressing on bone. Your confidence and sensitivity will increase with practice and time.

Maintaining a connection with your client

Establishing and keeping a constant connection to the receiver is vital for a good, healing massage. Even without speaking at all during the treatment, you can still develop a silent form of communication that gives the receiver a sense of trust and a feeling of being nurtured. This helps clients to relax more deeply and to surrender on physical and emotional levels. Watch the receiver’s face, and look for signs that may indicate if your pressure is too strong, if an area is painful, or if the client isn’t comfortable with something you’re doing. Listen to the receiver’s breathing and to your own breathing, and try to harmonize them with each other as the treatment progresses.

Rhythm, flow, and balancing energy

An important meditative aspect of Thai yoga massage is gentle rocking. Constant rhythm is very relaxing and nurturing for both the giver and the receiver. Ideally, your pace should be established at the beginning of the massage and continue all the way through to the end. It takes practice to hone your ability to develop a vision for the entire session. This means being totally present in each moment while at the same time holding a vision or intention of the next step. Continued practice is what helps the massage to flow as smoothly as possible. Think of Thai massage as a painting. As you gain more experience and knowledge, you understand better how to use shape and color. Sometimes, when you look at a blank canvas, you immediately have an idea of how your painting will take shape; other times, you simply start painting and see what develops. When you first touch the receiver, you may or may not have a long-term idea for your treatment, but it’s important to stay present, and to maintain a good flow and a steady pace that will carry you through the entire session.

A good system to follow throughout the treatment is to begin work on the dominant side of your client. A woman’s dominant side is the left, and a man’s is the right. Try to always work the dominant side first. If you work on a woman with strong male energy, you may start on the right side, and if you work on a man with strong female energy, you may start on the left. The idea is to begin on the same side first during the entire treatment. When you work with one foot at a time, for example, work on the dominant foot first. When you work on one arm at a time, go first to the dominant arm.

Intimacy and body space

Although the receiver is fully clothed, Thai massage is an extremely intimate form of bodywork – a close dance between two bodies and energy systems. Awareness of body space is essential to allow the receiver to fully relax and let go. Many people have experienced some type of invasion or physical or emotional abuse in their lives. This makes it important to be extremely careful to not overstep physical boundaries. Watch the receiver’s face when you are near sensitive areas, and don’t go any further if you detect any signs of discomfort. Working in this way provides the receiver with an experience of a wonderfully nourishing, safe, and intimate form of nonsexual touch.


A lifelong pursuit

Only so much can be said about Thai massage in an introduction such as this. After all is said and done, we are shaped by our own personal experiences, by individual learning experiences with our teachers, by feedback from our colleagues and clients, and by a sincere and humble dedication to the work. The practice of Thai massage is a lifelong pursuit. Only after many years of practice and ongoing study can the sensitivity and skills required to give effective healing treatments begin to develop.



Common Myths Associated
with Thai Massage


C. PIERCE SALGUERO

In the late 1990s I spent several years in Chiang Mai and Isan, Thailand, where I studied with traditional healers and Buddhist teachers. During this time I became fascinated by how traditional medicine and Buddhism interact so much with each other. When I returned to the United States to study this topic in graduate school, however, I was stunned by how much of what I had learned was, in fact, mythological. As Thai massage has become increasingly popular in recent years, these same myths have continued to be spread by teachers, practitioners, and students all around the world. I hope that this article helps to dispel some of these popular misconceptions, so that the true facts become better known to the international Thai massage community.

Myth: Thai massage is an ancient tradition

It’s quite common for people to claim that Thai massage is 2,500 years old, and that it is an ancient tradition that has its origin during the Buddha’s lifetime. Such statements can be effective marketing pitches, but they don’t accurately reflect facts. It is true that Thai massage incorporates ideas that can be traced back to India during the time of the Buddha, and possibly even earlier. The concept that the body contains a type of energy – one that is usually associated with wind and/or light, and which can be manipulated by breath and through mental and physical exercises – dates at least to the Upanishads, which were written in India in the first millennium BC. These ideas were further developed in subsequent centuries, and they came to characterize several Indian religious and healing systems (such as hatha yoga, for example) that reached their full development between AD 1000 and 1500. What is known today as Thai massage or Thai yoga massage is related to this larger context, but there were no routines, steps, or protocols that were assembled or developed in ancient India and then transmitted to Thailand as a coherent system of healing.

The history of medicine in Thailand has a long and complicated timeline. Since the Silk Road and the Indian Ocean maritime routes were developed around 2,000 years ago, multiple waves of influence have washed up on the shores of Southeast Asia, including various forms of Buddhist, Ayurvedic, Chinese, and Western medicine. The Thai people themselves have only lived in the territory of modern-day Thailand for the last thousand years or so, and when they arrived, they almost certainly brought with them indigenous traditions of spirit-based healing. In this vibrant and dynamic historical context, it is virtually impossible for any one aspect of human culture, let alone something as complex as Thai massage, to remain static and unchanged for millennia.

Traditional Thai massage is the remarkable result of the combination of many historical and cultural influences, and it’s a uniquely Thai creation. Although it is often promoted as an ancient healing art, most popular Thai massage routines that are learned and taught by Westerners today were prepared by the Wat Po school and the Old Medicine Hospital school in the last quarter of the twentieth century, with the specific goal of developing formalized protocols to teach tourists.

Myth: Thai massage was invented and spread by Jivaka

Both Thai people and farang (foreigners) like to tell stories about Jivaka (also known as Shivago, Chivok, “The Father Doctor,” and by other names), and these are a wonderful part of traditional Thai medical culture. Jivaka Kumarabhacca is a Buddhist hero who is recognized in many traditions throughout Asia as a wonderfully effective healer. In some versions of these tales, he performs procedures that may be characterized as truly medical, such as craniotomies and abdominal surgeries. Other details are more mythological, such as when a magical gemstone or the branch of a magical tree grants him x-ray vision in order to see into his patients’ bodies. In the sacred writings of Theravada Buddhism practiced in Thailand and in other parts of Southeast Asia, Jivaka performs several surgeries, uses ghee (clarified butter), applies ointments, and even heals the Buddha with a purgative. These were all standard procedures among Indian doctors of the time. What is conspicuously missing from this story, and from accounts of Jivaka’s life in any canonical Buddhist text, is the mention of massage.

It is impossible to say to what extent the legends of Jivaka that are retold today are based on a historical doctor who lived during Buddha’s life, or on an imaginary, idealized, and archetypical doctor of the day. If Jivaka lived and practiced in India twenty-five centuries ago, there is no chance that he traveled to Thailand to teach Thai massage. Most probably, he is credited as the founder of traditional Thai medicine and worshipped as the patron saint of Thai healing arts because he is the only important figure associated with medicine in the Pali Buddhist texts.
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