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In Memory of
Ajahn (“Master”) Sintorn Chaichakan

Traditional Thai Medicine Doctor

Founder of Shivagakomarpaj Lineage
(“Northern Style” Thai Massage)

Founder of Thai Massage School Shivagakomarpaj
(“Old Medicine Hospital”)

August 2,1939 - October 18, 2005

THROUGHOUT the long history of Thai Massage and Traditional Thai Medicine, there have been a handful of highly respected individuals who have made exceptional contributions to the body of knowledge practiced today. This book is dedicated to the lasting memory of Ajahn Sintorn, who was one such person, and who originated the teachings shared here.

Ajahn Sintorn’s life was dedicated to pursuing knowledge and giving to others. He and his staff regularly provided free medical care to Buddhist monks and remote Thai villagers. He operated his traditional hospital based on a sliding scale to ensure all those who needed medical attention could be treated. His life and his legacy exemplify compassion in care for others, generosity in teaching, and loving kindness to all.

We, Ajahn Sintorn’s family, and the direct inheritors of his lineage and school, would like to express our deepest appreciation and respect for Ajahn Sintorn’s lifetime of teachings. He is our link to the past and he will continue to live on in our hearts and our mind. We would also like to express our endorsement of this book. We are very pleased to see his teachings honored and reaching those outside of Thailand. We believe that our past is our future, and that Ajahn Sintorn’s teachings are vibrantly alive in the hands of the next generation.

[image: Image]

Ajahn Wasan Chaichakan
Director
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Mr. Parawat Poungpiam
Managing Director



Preface
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THIS IS A COMPREHENSIVE book about one of the main branches of Traditional Thai Medicine, known in the West as Thai Massage. The manipulation of the body with intent to heal is a practice probably as old as the human body itself. The instincts to press one’s head when it aches or to rub a sore calf muscle lie at the foundation of this healing technique. Historically, this natural instinct for healing touch has been developed and systematized to a high degree in many Asia cultures, where massage is an important part of systems of traditional medicine.

In Siam (premodern Thailand), indigenous medical practices, including massage, intermingled with Chinese and Indian influences and developed into a complex medical tradition encompassing therapy for the mind, body, and vital energies. Long preserved in Buddhist temples, which served as community centers and cultural libraries, Thai medical wisdom was transmitted from teacher to student through oral and written tradition, resulting in the fascinating amalgam of mythology, medicine, and spirituality that is still practiced today across the country.

This book will cover many aspects of Thai Massage, based on my experience as a teacher of Thai medicine since the mid-1990s. I first attended and later taught at a bilingual traditional medicine school, the Thai Massage School Shivagakomarpaj (“Old Medicine Hospital”) in Chiang Mai. In 1997, Ajahn Sintorn wrote me a letter recognizing me as a teacher and granted me permission to disseminate his teachings in the West. I also studied with many other teachers, both well known and otherwise, while living in Thailand for 26 months over the course of the 1990s and early 2000s. Upon my return to the United States in 2001, I founded the Tao Mountain School of Traditional Thai Massage and Herbal Medicine, which merged with the Thai Institute of Healing Arts in 2009.

I should say at the outset that any of my teachers would say it is impossible to learn from a book without hands-on guidance, and I would agree. The oral tradition is still honored in Thailand to this day, and most massage teachers operate by verbally explaining and physically demonstrating each movement while their students listen and watch. Even in the massage schools that offered textbooks for their courses, the books are seldom more than a series of crude drawings. To this day, there has not been very much written on the subject of Thai medical theory, either by Thais or by Western practitioners, and a systematic explanation of the theory of Thai Massage is virtually impossible to come by. Massage teachers in Thailand are unlikely to give direct answers to theoretical questions, and will expect the students instead to learn these answers through their own diligence, practice, and patience. Western aficionados of Thai massage impatient for deeper understanding often mistakenly apply Chinese, Indian, or biomedical theory to the practice, sometimes grossly distorting Thai tradition in the process.

Despite my best intentions to convey the techniques of Thai Massage as clearly as possible, the reader must realize that learning this massage from a book is a vastly different experience than learning with a traditional teacher. The structured lessons at the hospital were invaluable as a base of knowledge for further practice. In my own training, however, it was the contradictory and unstructured sessions with traditional practitioners outside of a formal institutional setting that allowed me to experience this knowledge as a true art. Like transitioning from learning scales to playing jazz improvisations, or from drilling on basketball skills to becoming a star professional player, these masters had internalized their techniques so deeply that rote learning had given way to intuition. It was watching the graceful dances of these teachers as they worked with patients that instilled in me an everlasting respect and love for their priceless cultural heritage.

It is in this creative and intuitive spirit that many Western practitioners go on to combine Thai Massage techniques with a wide range of other healing arts from East and West (including Yoga Therapy, Swedish massage, Reiki, Shiatsu, and many other types of bodywork). In this book, on the contrary, I will allow the Thai tradition to stand on its own merits. I do so in order to convey to the reader the depth and totality of this art, and to honor the Thai people who taught me.

I have attempted to conscientiously transmit this healing knowledge as it was taught to me. I have brought to this book a discussion of proper alignment and safety from my personal practice of yoga, some reference to modern anatomy for convenience and precision, and an interest in history and culture cultivated through my academic training as a Ph.D. in the history of medicine. On the whole, however, my mission in this edition of the book continues to be to present the material in the most authentic way possible. In the second edition, I have brought on board my good friend and long-time collaborator David Roylance as a contributing author. David brings thousands of hours of experience in teaching Thai Massage to all sorts of students, and a wealth of knowledge and personal experience of the Thai culture. He also has been given the unique distinction of being recognized as the head of the Shivagakomarpaj Lineage in the West.

This book is an offering to my teachers, and to the lineages to which we belong. Despite the difficulty of spoken communication, they taught me much with their hands, with gestures, and with endless patience and smiles. I gratefully dedicate this book to my primary teacher Ajahn Sintorn Chaichakan; to my teachers at “Old Medicine,” Ajahn Wasan Chaichakan, Sutat, Pramost, Daeng, Sasitorn, Song, and others; to my teachers at other schools in Chiang Mai, including Mama Lek, Pikun, and Mama Nit; and to all my teachers, whether they taught me for months or hours. May they be happy, well, and safe wherever they may now be.
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Dr. C. Pierce Salguero
Nov. 21, 2010

My contributions to this book represent the culmination of over a decade’s worth of constant interaction with the Thai people, their culture, and their healing arts. There are too many names to list here and too many conversations to detail. So in the spirit of presenting an offering to others, I would like to dedicate my contributions in this book to the countless individuals who have shared traditional Thai knowledge with me.

The Thais have embraced me as a member of their community, and I have always found them to be gracious, kind, warm, gentle, and very loving. Whether it be at the Thai Massage School Shivagakomarpaj (the “Old Medicine Hospital”), in formal training with Thai medicine doctors and shamans, or in private discussions with family and friends, the Thai people have shared their traditional practices with me openly and without thought of monetary gain. Whenever I have not quite understood, they have had the patience to explain things to me over and over again.

The teachings of Ajahn Sintorn Chaichakan, founder of the Shivagakomarpaj Lineage and Northern Style of Thai Massage, have no doubt had the most impact on my understanding of Thai massage and Thai medicine. Ajahn Sintorn’s methods and knowledge have provided a solid framework in which to understand everything else I’ve studied. I learned the majority of these teachings from Dr. C. Pierce Salguero since, regretfully, Ajahn Sintorn passed away prior to an opportunity for me to meet him.

Today, I am very close to the Chaichakans and am considered by them to be a member of their family. The Chaichakan family has asked me to carry forward the teachings of their family outside Thailand, to represent the lineage started by Ajahn Sintorn in the West, and to operate the sister school of the Old Medicine Hospital. This is a great honor and an enormous responsibility. With the support of the Thai community, I look forward to continuing to share the teachings of Ajahn Sintorn. My goal is to provide resources to the public that create a bridge to the Thai healing arts traditions and allow the opportunity for Westerners to continue learning the fascinating traditional medicine from Thailand.

While this book is an offering to my teachers, it is just as much an offering to my students. Since teaching my first students and sharing massage with my first clients, they have encouraged me to publish a book. In every class I’ve taught since 2004—whether a Basic, Intermediate, or Advanced Thai massage course—students have requested a text that brought together everything that was being shared in the classroom. This is that text.

To my close friend Dr. C. Pierce Salguero, my wife Sararut Roylance, and all the students, employees, and individuals who have helped me in my pursuit of understanding and sharing all things Thai, I humbly say “thank you” with deep appreciation for your support and encouragement.
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David L. Roylance
April 11, 2011


Part 1


The Basics of Thai Massage
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction to
the Tradition
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What is Thai Massage?

Thai Massage, Thai yoga massage, and Thai yoga therapy are names commonly used in the West to refer to a traditional massage modality that is native to Thailand. It is known in the country of its origin as nuat phaen boran (“traditional style massage”) or nuat thai (“Thai Massage”). Based on a combination of influences from India, China, and indigenous Thai traditions, this art form has been handed down through the generations mostly via oral tradition, and is practiced today across Thailand in various forms. Thai Massage has now become extremely popular in the West, and has been among the fastest growing massage modalities in America over the past decade. Massage Magazine, Yoga Journal, and other industry-leading consumer and professional magazines have frequently featured Thai Massage in their pages.

A COMPLETE THAI MASSAGE incorporates a combination of acupressure and yoga-like stretching. Thai Massage is different from many Western forms of massage in that there is no oil used, the therapist uses a mattress on the floor (instead of a massage table), and the client remains completely clothed throughout the session. It is so different from what we typically think of as “massage” that it is often instead described as having someone “do yoga to you.”

In modern Thailand, traditional massage is both a complex theoretical science, and an informal art form practiced by men and women throughout all levels of society. At one end of the spectrum, Thai Massage is a medical discipline, part of a four-year traditional medical degree program. At the other, it is practiced in many villages by healers who have learned orally without much theoretical background, or informally among family members.

Thai Massage is directly related to yogic principles originating in India. It is also in many ways similar to Chinese massage techniques such as shiatsu and reflexology insofar as it is based on the theory of the flow of energy along lines or channels that run throughout the body. Thus, even when treating a disease or injury associated with a particular area, a therapist will typically work on acupressure points throughout the body.
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Some sen and acupressure points on the back side of the body.

In Thailand, Thai Massage is considered to be energy work rather than bodywork. This is because the traditional Thai Massage therapist is guided not by anatomical structures or physiological principles but by following an intricate network of 72,000 sen (a Thai word meaning “pathways” or “lines”) throughout the body. Acupressure points are found along these sen, which are used by the Thai Massage therapist to stimulate or relax the body’s energy (lorn), affecting the patient’s mind and body and promoting the natural healing process. The sen are of central importance to Thai Massage theory: even the yoga-like postures and other stretching that are an integral part of Thai Massage are considered primarily for their effects on the energy lines, and only secondarily for their ability to improve flexibility and strength.

Thai Massage can be varied to suit a wide range of physical needs, is suitable for clients of all ages and abilities, and can complement any level of exercise or activity. Although this art form was not developed with modern medical influence, scientific research on Thai Massage has begun to demonstrate that this form of massage has measurable physiological benefits. Clinical trials have shown that Thai Massage can prevent bone degeneration, decrease stress, treat back pain, and contribute to psychological well-being. (See the current state of medical research on Thai therapies in the Thai Institute of Healing Arts’ interactive forum www.thai-institute.net.) In Thailand today, Thai Massage is used as a form of physical therapy to aid in the increase of range of motion and muscular strength. Areas of ongoing research include Thai Massage’s ability to improve circulation, flexibility, and muscle tone. This blend of acupressure and stretching is also said by its advocates to be especially beneficial for those who find themselves stiff, sore, and tired from overexertion in work or sports, or from arthritis or other disorders affecting mobility.

Of course, therapists must recognize the limitations of Thai Massage, as well. In such cases as disease of the internal organs, chronic injuries, and degenerative conditions, the effects of the massage are difficult to gauge. Within the Traditional Thai Medical approach to healing, the most important function of Thai Massage is to stimulate the body’s energy and natural healing process; thus, it may be a valuable complementary therapy alongside virtually any other form of treatment. It is unrealistic, however, to expect any massage to be a panacea, and even in Thailand, it is acknowledged that it is dangerous to rely on massage in lieu of proper medical attention. Although the benefits of Thai Massage are wonderful indeed, under no circumstances should massage clients with serious physical problems forego consultation and treatment by a qualified medical professional before embarking on a course of therapy involving Thai Massage.

History ofThai Massage

Much progress has been made in research on the history of Thai medicine since the first edition of this book was published, and I have published an entire book on this called Traditional Thai Medicine: Buddhism, Animism, Ayurveda.1 The history of Thai Massage, like that of Traditional Thai Medicine, is complicated by the fact that few historical sources remain from prior to the 1800s. Due both to willful destruction by invading armies and the damaging effects of the tropical climate on perishable materials, Thai medical texts from the premodern period are virtually nonexistent. Nevertheless, from a close examination of the modern practice of Thai Massage, we can determine that it combines at least five important layers of historical influence:
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A temple guardian, Wat Phra Kaew (Bangkok).

LAYER 1: Buddhism

Many Thai medical texts incorporate doctrines about the body, disease, and healing from Theravada Buddhist texts that date to the last few centuries BC. In the modern practice of Thai Massage, influential Buddhist ideas include a concern with ethics, an emphasis on compassion, the practitioner’s attention to breath and body sensations, and the celebration of the role of Jivaka Komarabhacca as the forefather of the art form. These are all discussed further later in this chapter.

LAYER 2: Ayurveda

Closely related to Buddhism, Ayurvedic medical ideas travelled alongside the religion as it spread from India to all parts of Asia. Traditional Thai Medical texts frequently contain references to principles such as the doshas and the Four Elements (Earth, Water, Fire, and Air). Discussed in more detail later in this book, the idea of the body being animated and mobilized by lom (which is usually translated as “energy,” but which literally means the Air Element) draws from a traditional Indian model of physiology.
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Statues of luesii performing yoga-like exercises adorn the grounds of Wat Pho (Bangkok).

LAYER 3: Yoga

The form of yoga most familiar to Western students is hatha yoga, an energy-based physical and spiritual practice originating in India. Now found in many Western health clubs and private studios, this system of postures and breathing exercises was formalized in the first half of the second millennium AD, primarily as a spiritual practice. A similar system of individual postures exists in Thailand that is called luesii dat ton (“self-stretching exercises of the rishis”). This form of yoga seems to have exerted a profound influence on Thai medical arts, particularly in the realm of Thai Massage. The connections between Thai Massage postures and yoga postures are explored in detail in Chapter 4 of this book. Additionally, while there is no system of chakras in Thai Massage, several of the Thai energy lines, or sen, have clear parallels with the nadi channels from the Indian yogic tradition, sometimes even sharing the same names.

LAYER 4: Chinese and other external cultural influences

In some of my other books, I have explored in detail other cultural influences on Thai medicine, ranging from Chinese medicine to Khmer magical practices. In terms of Thai Massage, the most significant of these is the influence of Chinese medicine. Many Thai Massage schools today teach modified forms of foot reflexology, tuina abdominal massage, and other Chinese bodywork practices. While some of these are relatively late introductions to the Thai sphere, Chinese communities have been flourishing in Southeast Asia for many centuries and have introduced many aspects of Chinese culture to Thailand. Some of the similarities between the Thai sen and the Chinese meridians, as well as some acupressure techniques, may be due to this prolonged cultural contact and exchange.

LAYER 5: Indigenous Thai medicine

This is by far the most pervasive layer of cultural influence in Thai healing practices of all sorts, and Thai Massage is no exception. The practice of Thai Massage as we know it today clearly incorporates a wide variety of indigenous Thai healing arts — from a practice of walking on the back known as yam kaeng, to bone-setting (an indigenous form of chiro-practics), to tok sen (tapping specific points on the body with a wooden mallet). Of course, it is also through the indigenous culture that all external influences have been received and interpreted.

[image: Image]

A healer’s altar in Chiang Mai combines most of the cultural influences on Thailand, including images of Jivaka, the Chinese Buddhist deity Guanyin, and an assortment of amulets and magic charms.

While there have been many foreign inputs, the Thai healing arts are distinctly Thai and a unique part of Thailand’s cultural heritage. If these five layers of cultural influence form the building blocks of Thai Massage therapy, different schools and teachers all over the country have put them together in highly individualized ways. Some teachers emphasize one “layer” over the other, omitting or including aspects as they see fit. In actuality, each practitioner draws from the available menu of options to create his/her own unique style of Thai Massage.

Outside the major cities, Thai Massage tends to be nonscholarly and to rely on informal methods of education. Local practices tend to vary considerably from village to village, and are offered by healers who are more akin to shamans, astrologers, or magicians than to learned physicians. Their medical knowledge is handed down largely orally or through secret manuscripts passed from teacher to pupil, and is usually not shared with outsiders — especially not with Westerners. According to the few anthropologists who have been able to research these rural traditions, local village medicine is typically composed of indigenous Thai traditions. 2 These aspects of healing were in existence prior to the arrival of ideas from India, depend almost entirely on pre-Buddhist animist beliefs, and are very different from the system discussed in this book.

In contrast, a more formalized medical tradition, which emphasized Indian cultural influence, developed in association with the royal courts in the capital, first located at Ayutthaya (1351-1767) and then at Bangkok (1768-pres-ent). This tradition of Thai medicine greatly emphasized written texts and formal education. Elements of Indian medicine are evident in the earliest Traditional Thai Medical texts still extant today - medical scriptures written on palm leaves in the 17th century - but these texts do not directly indicate when these ideas arrived, or by what means. Massage is mentioned in texts from the Ayutthaya period and in eye-witness accounts by foreign emissaries to the court in the same period, but unfortunately too little detail is given in these sources to reconstruct historical practices with any accuracy.

The earliest major source of technical information on Thai Massage is a series of artifacts dating to the 1830s. These were produced at the Bangkok temple Wat Phra Chetuphon Vimol-mangklararm Rajwaramahaviharn, commonly called “Wat Po,” which served as the national temple in the 19th century. Within a “medical pagoda” still standing on the temple grounds are 60 diagrams etched in marble (30 depicting the front of the body, and 30 the back). These stone tablets show a complex system of energy lines and points, evidence of the high degree to which acupressure therapy had been systematized by that time. Additionally, a series of small statues built at the same time depict luesii (i.e., rishis or sages) performing individual yoga poses and giving each other massage.

Unfortunately, all but one of the statues showing massage have deteriorated over time. However, manuscripts that accompanied the statues can still be consulted to ascertain the medical purpose of each massage step. 3 Currently, Wat Po has undertaken an effort to rebuild the statues with modern materials.

It is clear from looking at the tablets, statues, and the associated medical texts produced at the same time that healers affiliated with the royal court had much more exposure to, and enthusiasm for, Ayurvedic and yogic ideas than those in the villages. That being said, it is difficult to ascertain the historical importance of the Wat Po materials.
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Stone tablet depicting massage lines and points, Wat Po (Bangkok).

[image: Image]

Medical pagoda on the grounds of Wat Po (Bangkok).

Tellingly, the statues and tablets have little connection with the practices and routines taught at Wat Po’s massage school today. It is possible that at one point they served as the basis for actual practice. But if they did, it would only have been a small minority of Thai healers nationally who would have had the access and literacy to utilize them.

The take-away point from this brief discussion of the history of Thai Massage is that there is no single source or simple timeline for the development of the forms of massage taught at the Thai Massage schools in modern Thailand. Nor is there any one style of Thai Massage that is demonstrably more ancient or authentic than others. Until recently, the practice of massage, like many aspects of traditional medicine in Thailand, was unregulated and unorganized. Individual practitioners and teachers developed individual blends of therapeutic practices based on their exposure to and interest in Thailand’s many cultural influences. Even with the codification of massage and medicine at the royal court, the practice of individuals in the regions of Thailand remains to this day largely a matter of personal preference and local custom.


The Old Medicine Hospital and the Shivagakomarpaj Lineage


Since its construction in the 19th century, the Wat Po temple in Bangkok has retained its importance as a traditional medical facility. Housing the ancient stone tablets, the temple has been a repository for healing techniques — something like a medical library of traditional herbalism and massage. At one time, massage was practiced at Wat Po by the resident monks. Today, this is no longer the case. However, the temple continues to be the site of one of the most respected Thai Massage and herbal medicine schools in the country, which offers courses for Thais and Western tourists.

Most Western students who have studied in Thailand have not done so at Wat Po. Rather, most have attended one of the many schools in Chiang Mai, the major city in northern Thailand. Chiang Mai has billed itself as a “hub” for medical tourism, the spa industry, and traditional medicine. Over the late 1990s and 2000s, the number of tourists and travelers appearing in Chiang Mai ballooned, leading to an explosion in the number of Thai Massage schools. These days, schools of all sizes and shapes are to be found in the city, each promoting a slightly different curriculum in Thai Massage. The quality of education at such schools tends to vary, depending on the integrity and knowledge of the director and individual teachers on staff.

For many decades, the Thai Massage School Shivagakomarpaj, a traditional medicine hospital and school, has been the most influential institution for traditional medical studies in Chiang Mai. This school, affectionately known by its Western students as the “Old Medicine Hospital,” was founded in the 1960s under the directorship of a Traditional Thai Medicine doctor named Ajahn (“Master”) Sintorn Chaichakan.4

Ajahn Sintorn first pursued his education in Traditional Thai Medicine at Wat Po in the late 1950s. In 1958, he graduated at the top of his class, staying on as a teacher for four more years. Before that time, Wat Po did not teach Thai Massage, but at the personal request of the king, Ajahn Sintorn was instrumental in starting the massage program to complement the herbal training Wat Po had offered for many years.

In 1962, Ajahn Sintorn returned to Chiang Mai and began to practice medicine at small dispensaries on the grounds of several city temples. At this time, the government of Thailand was only interested in supporting Western medicine, and Thai traditions were kept alive by their association with Buddhist institutions. Living in the north of Thailand, Ajahn Sintorn adapted his practice of massage and herbal medicine to incorporate aspects of northern culture. One important change he made to his massage style was to slow it down — as he said, to suit the “laid-back style” of Chiang Mai natives. He also focused on local herbal knowledge, incorporating treatments that were not part of the Wat Po tradition into his pharmacopoeia.
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Ajahn Sintorn leads the wai khru ceremony at the Old Medicine Hospital, 2001.

In 1973, Ajahn Sintorn purchased land just outside downtown Chiang Mai center and established the current facility. With only a small grant from the government to start up, the institution was quite small at that time, with only 10 inpatient beds. From these humble beginnings, the “Old Medicine Hospital” grew to the current size.

By the 1990s, the school was graduating an average of 60-70 Thai students per year in Traditional Thai Medicine and Western students of Thai Massage numbered well into the hundreds. At the turn of the millennium, the Old Medicine Hospital became an integral part of the national accreditation system that today regulates massage education and practice in Thailand. Ajahn Sintorn remained the director of the Old Medicine Hospital facility until he passed away on October 18, 2005. His son, Ajahn Wasan Chaichakan, and his nephew, Mr. Parawat Poungpiam, are the current directors.

The influence of the Old Medicine Hospital is even greater than its enrollment numbers may suggest, as many of the schools operating in Chiang Mai have unofficial connections to the institution. Over the years, individuals who trained as Thai practitioners at the hospital went on to start their own schools. Thus, many of the establishments in the area teach essentially the same techniques and theory as taught at the Old Medicine Hospital. As a result, the massage routine crafted by Ajahn Sintorn has become the signature style of Northern Thailand, and is often referred to by Westerners as “Northern Style Thai Massage.”

Many of those in the Chiang Mai area and beyond recognize Ajahn Sintorn as the source of their knowledge and look to the Old Medicine Hospital as the head of their lineage. As in many Asian arts, lineage is considered an important element of Thai Massage instruction, as an indication of authenticity and a mark of high quality.

For most practitioners and teachers in Thailand, lineage membership is considered crucial, as it indicates that the practitioner is a participant in an authentic and established tradition of Thai Massage. Those tracing their lineage to the Old Medicine Hospital are collectively known as the “Shivagakomarpaj Lineage.”

Just as important as prestige and authenticity is the personal connection a lineage provides with the teacher of a particular style or form of Thai Massage, even after his death. For example, although Ajahn Sintorn passed away in 2005, many of his students have continued to honor his memory as the founder of their lineage by including him in the wai khru ceremonies honoring the teachers. This personal connection has become increasingly important for non-Thai students as they have returned to their countries of origin and established schools and personal practices. By becoming part of an established Thai lineage, individuals living outside Thailand can maintain a meaningful connection to the teachers back in Thailand.
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Wai khru ceremony honoring the Buddha, Jivaka, and Ajahn Sintorn at Thai Institute of Healing Arts, Arlington VA (USA).

The book you are holding in your hands is a book about Shivagakomarpaj Lineage Thai Massage. It is almost entirely based on the teachings at the Old Medicine Hospital — in particular, on the massage curriculum being taught at the school in the mid- to late 1990s. I have done my best to represent accurately Thai Massage as I learned it at the Old Medicine Hospital, while occasionally adding my own interpretation or explanation in order to clarify a particular question. Many of the differences between the massage sequence in this book and others on the market that introduce basic Thai Massage routines can be ascribed to the differences between Ajahn Sintorn’s teachings and those of other teachers. When comparing books written by other authors, the routines and other details may not match exactly. It is not that one book is right and another is wrong; it is just that such discrepancies should be understood as unique facets of the Shivaga-komarpaj Lineage. It is essential to determine the ultimate source or lineage of the material presented in any book in order to evaluate its authenticity and compatibility with other teachings.

Thai Massage Styles and Diversity of Practices

Even with the existence of formal structures such as lineages and schools, Thai Massage is still a very diverse art form in the country of its origin. Westerners typically speak of there being two distinct styles of Thai Massage, one predominating in the North of the country and one in the South. Indeed, there are some readily observable differences between the more laid-back and gentle massage of the Shivaga-komarpaj Lineage style that predominates in Chiang Mai (called by many Westerners the “Northern Style”), and faster and more intense styles found elsewhere (called by Westerners the “Southern Style”). Making such distinctions enables aspiring Thai Massage students to identify what makes the style of an individual teacher or school unique and more attractive. (More on this in Chapter 6.) However, the North-South distinction is not one that is recognized by most Thai people across the country.
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