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Abstract

This research aims to: (1) examine the prehistorical background of
Northeastern Thailand (Isan); (2) investigate the development of Buddhism
in Isan during the Dvaravati period; and (3) analyze the influence of Buddhist
teachings as reflected in Dvaravati inscriptions and Bai Sema (boundary stones)
in Isan region. Employing a qualitative methodology, the study integrates
documentary research with field surveys conducted at major
archaeological sites, including Phu Phra Bat Historical Park, Fa Daet Song Yang,
Mueang Sema, and Nakhon Champa Si and etc. Data were analyzed using a
descriptive-analytical approach.

The findings indicate that Buddhism in Isan developed through a process of
multilayered cultural accumulation. The first layer consists of prehistorical indigenous
beliefs, including animism, ancestor worship, and the ritual use of standing stones
and rock shelters, which formed the symbolic foundations of local communities.
The second layer reflects the transmission of Dvaravati Buddhism from Central
Thailand to Isan, where artistic forms such as Bai Sema and Dharmachakra motifs
were adapted to local cosmological frameworks, resulting in a distinctive regional
Buddhist artistic tradition. The third layer concerns doctrinal orientation: while
Central Thai inscriptions emphasize core teachings such as the Four Noble Truths,
Dependent Origination, and Buddhist utterances, inscriptions in Isan foreground
beliefs in merit (pufifia), spiritual perfections (parami), the afterlife, Maitreya (Phra
Sri Ariya Metteyya), and elements of Mahayana thought. Furthermore, Bai Sema
functioned as visual didactic media and contributed to the formation of sacred
spatial layers and enduring cultural landscapes such as Phu Phra Bat Historical Park,
Fa Daet Song Yang, and Nakhon Champa Si that have supported religious activities
for over a millennium.

This article proposes a new interpretive framework—the “Layered Cultural
Model of Isan Buddhism” —to explain the systematic development of Buddhism in
Isan through the interaction of indigenous symbolism, Dvaravati artistic integration,
selective doctrinal adaptation, and the structuring role of sacred landscapes. The
model clarifies the cultural identity of the Greater Mekong Basin and provides an
essential foundation for the conservation of Bai Sema and sacred landscapes, the
interpretation of cultural heritage, and spatial approaches to Buddhist studies in
the Greater Mekong region.
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