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Maechaem:
The Lanna Wisdom of Urban Settlement

Isara Guntang, Lecturer
Faculty of Art and Architecture

Rajamankala University of Technology Lanna

Abstract

This article “Maechaem: The Lanna Wisdom of Urban Settlement” is part
of the study entitled “Study on the Model and Method for Knowledge Management
on Habitat and Habitation, A Case Study: Maechaem District, Chiang Mai Province”
funded by The National Housing Authority.

The article focused on studying the urban settlement in the valley area that
reflected the Lanna wisdom by giving significance to the physical dimension of the
urban structures in relation to the topography and the environment as well as the
animistic beliefs and Buddhism which affected the structure and other elements
of the city and villages. The lifestyle of the agrarian society of a small town with
sustainable production makes Maechaem a beautiful and lively town of Lanna
culture. Information and data in this article were derived from relevant documents,
maps and aerial photos together with a field survey.

The study found that the wisdom of the urban settlement of Maechaem
was related to physical elements of the topography in the valley on the narrow plain
along the Mae Chaem River which had a cold climate and a lot of rain. This was also
related to economic factors. In order to have enough rice as a staple food all year
round, the limited river plain was used for paddy rice fields, which extended further
up the foot of the hill to create a terrace style farmland that depended on the old
irrigation system known as mueang fai to prevent the city from flooding and to direct
a large amount and rapid flow of water down the steep areas. Thus, the suitable
area for urban settlement was one that had some natural contours or walls and area
at the foot of the hill where floods could not reach. This resulted in two models

of settlement, one with natural walls called “Ban San” and one on the foot of the
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hill called “Ban Choeng Doi”. This was related to social factors, in particular their
beliefs about guardian spirits or “Phi khuap mueang” where an area was chosen for
a settlement due to its being rich with natural resources useful for a living such as a
forest, water and a plains area. The village itself has a spirit shrine called “Ho Suea
Ban” in a woodland and a temple named Chan Khoeng as the main temple or “Wat
Luang” located on the largest piece of land with a natural wall (san) of the “Ban
Luang” which later became an administration and business area. The atmosphere
of the village was that with a temple, traditional wooden houses surrounded by
vegetable gardens, fruit orchards, banana and betel nut orchards before reaching the
farmland and rice fields and the mountains that embrace Mae Chaem in the same

cultural path.

Key words: Lanna Wisdom / Urban Settlement / Urban Structure / Urban Elements
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