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Abstract: This study explores the transformation of creative production in the Thai classical music 
recording industry, focusing on four key aspects: repertoire, performance styles, visual identity, and 
artist groups. The study uses qualitative research to analyze historical trends, sociocultural influences, 
and technological advancements affecting Thai classical music recordings. Data were collected through 
archival research, interviews with industry professionals, and examining recorded materials. The study 
reveals that repertoire and performance styles have evolved from complex compositions performed by 
traditional ensembles to more accessible solo instrumental works. The visual identity has shifted from 
traditional Thai aesthetics to modern graphic designs, reflecting globalized influences. Artist groups 
have transitioned from kinship-based ensembles to institutionally affiliated productions, with 
organizations like the Fine Arts Department shaping recording trends. These transformations reflect 
broader shifts in the commodification of music, digital technology’s impact, and the challenges of 
cultural heritage preservation. The findings enforce the need for strategies which can adapt and balance 
tradition with innovation to sustain the Thai classical music industry while preserving its cultural 
authenticity. This study contributes to the literature on ethnomusicology and cultural preservation, 
offering insights into the interplay between modernity and tradition in a rapidly changing market. 
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1. Introduction  

Thai classical music is a cultural product accumulated, filtered, and passed down through 
generations.    Artists in each era create works that convey feelings, thoughts, and wisdom regarding 
various aspects, manifested as various bodies of knowledge, skills, and aesthetics.    This has resulted in 
the uniqueness of melodies and performance styles. Thai music has been immeasurably diverse in each 
era, continuously transforming to serve society in various contexts. 

This evolution in style has created opportunities for musicians, which originated in the past 
settings of Thai traditional culture between the home, the temple, and the palace [1]. In the past, the 
home was a place that nurtured musical knowledge, and the temple was the place that organized 
activities or events, becoming both the stage where musicians gained the opportunity to perform and 
activities to support musicians. The palace was then a place that supported musicians, helping them 
refine their musical skills in an orderly and systematic way. This interconnected cycle helped foster 
skilled musicians and create professional opportunities (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1.  
The Home – Temple - Palace Theory of Thai Music. 
Source: Eamsa-Ard [2]. 

 
The Thai music business began to form when Western culture flowed into Siam, today’s Thailand 

[3]. It first started with the arrival of Edison's phonograph and recordings from Mr. Tia 
Thanwarachon, who was more popularly known as T. Ngekchuan (1889-1970), the founder of 
Thailand’s most famous homegrown record brand, Kratai (Rabbit) [4] who first saw Edison's voice 
tube at the fresh market east of Bangkok in Chachoengsao in 1894 at the age of six years old later 
recorded choi songs (Thai folk songs) on his own Edison's voice tube.    The import of the phonograph 
to Siam in the late 19th century marked the beginning of a new era in its musical history, enabling the 
beginning of Thai music preservation and its cultural heritage.  

In later years, Mr. T. Ngekchuan became a pioneering figure in Thailand's early music industry. 
His Rabbit Brand record label was one of the first Thai-owned labels, symbolizing the transition of 
recording businesses from the hands of foreign companies to local entrepreneurs [4]. He was also 
influential in recording traditional Thai music, folksongs, and ritual music, preserving and popularizing 
these musical heritages during immense cultural change [5].  

Another innovator during the introduction of Western music to Thailand was Phraya Prasan 
Duriyasap [6]. Before attaining his royal title, he was a renowned musician and composer and played 
an important role in bridging traditional Thai music with emerging recording technologies.    He was 
also involved in the early recording scene using a flute or oboe when playing with the Piphat Ensemble 
of Wang Tha Tian and Wang Burabhirom.    These achievements highlight the importance of royal court 
music's integration into the Thai commercial music scene between 1897 and 1904 [5].  

A piphat ensemble is a traditional Thai musical ensemble typically consisting of wind and 
percussion instruments, such as the pi (Thai oboe) and ranat (xylophone). Ensembles such as the ones 
from Wang Tha Tian and Wang Burabhirom were closely tied to royal patronage and highlight an 
interesting fact regarding Thai classical music: its long-standing connection to the monarchy. Their 
involvement in early recording also highlights the transition of Thai music from the royal courts to the 
general public. 

The move from employing musicians to perform in person at events to recording them to produce 
records was transformative for the Thai music industry. It not only changed the way music was 
experienced but also created new economic opportunities for musicians. It enabled their work to be 
enjoyed by much larger audiences in Thailand and other countries. 

The arrival of Western culture in Thai society during King Rama V's reign (1868–1910) 
contributed significantly to the development of the Thai music industry [1]. The Thai music industry 
was initiated with Western recording technology and foreign companies, such as Gramophone Concert 
Record and Odeon Record. However, this period also saw the gradual decline of traditional Thai music's 



2677 

 

 

Edelweiss Applied Science and Technology 
ISSN: 2576-8484 

Vol. 9, No. 3: 2675-2690, 2025 
DOI: 10.55214/25768484.v9i3.5858 
© 2025 by the authors; licensee Learning Gate 

 

prominence as Western-style music gained popularity. 
Therefore, during this period, the music business evolved from live performances to recorded 

performances in which artists sang or played music for a recording phonograph.  Later, during King 
Rama V's reign, foreign record company representatives (e.g., Gramophone Concert Record Company 
and Odeon Record Company) started recording on master sheets in Thailand, after which they sent 
these sheets back to their respective countries for production and subsequent sell in Thailand's domestic 
market [1]. Thai music entrepreneurs also wanted to join this new innovative business. 

The record business flourished, and by the reign of King Rama VII, the first Thai-owned record 
label, Rabbit Brand, had emerged. Gradually, more and more Thai-owned labels appeared, with most 
recordings featuring Thai classical music, folk songs, ritual music, and other genres performed by 
renowned musicians or those affiliated with the palace or other institutions. 

Following the regime change of 1932, the new administration maintained the policy of encouraging 
the Thai people to listen to and use music following Western values [4, 7].    Moreover, Thailand's 
Department of Public Relations encouraged using recorded music and established its ballroom dance 
band. Other public and private bands were urged to create Western-style songs with Thai lyrics [8] 
known as 'Western-style Thai popular music' [9]. 

As this form of music became increasingly popular, the role of Thai music decreased.  Morton [10] 
suggests that music did not play a significant role in most people's lives during this period. Moreover, 
Western and Western-style Thai popular music rapidly replaced traditional music, encouraged by 
commercial interests.  

The sound recording business operated within the social and cultural milieu of the time, and many 
companies and shops recording or selling sound recordings moved away from traditional Thai music. 
They instead recorded and sold large amounts of Thai pop music (luk thung) [11]. Simultaneously, 
international Chinese and Western music was imported into the country on a grander scale. This trend 
is also reflected in academic research for the period, where studies on the sound recording business have 
predominantly focused on Thai popular music, with little attention given to traditional Thai music. 

Further research reveals that studies on traditional Thai music recordings are outdated [12]. By 
the late 1970s, the number of vendors producing traditional Thai music had fallen to just two: Mr. T. 
Ngekchuan and Kamolsukoson Company. Despite operating at a loss, these vendors continued to 
produce and sell hi-fi LP records until Mr. T. Ngekchuan closed his operations in 1979 [12]. In 
contrast, old Thai pop music recordings have been preserved in various formats, including LP records, 
cassette tapes, CDs, and digital archives. 

These developments showcase the adaptability of the traditional Thai music recording business, 
which has evolved alongside technological advancements and shifting societal and cultural trends. To 
better understand these changes, this study examines the dynamics of sound recording production in 
the Thai traditional music business from 1957 to 2017. The year 1957 marks the beginning of the LP 
record era and the emergence of formal business operations in the Thai music industry [13]. Over 
these 60 years, the study traces the transition of sound recording media—from LP records to cassette 
tapes, CDs, and digital formats. The research focuses on the factors driving change in the creation of 
traditional Thai music recordings and their impact on the development of the industry in the modern 
era. 
 

2. Literature Review  
2.1. Theory of Social and Cultural Change  

The social structures and functions cause social change relating to status, roles, rules, values, and 
culture, including other factors that are not in society. Cultural change is caused by material and non-
material things, leading to changes in behavior patterns, especially values, social norms, and various 
symbolic systems. Therefore, a social or cultural change always affects each other, including those 
influences that affect each other. 

Social and cultural change may happen in various forms. Luethongjak [14] divided these changes 
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into two major types. Those include cyclical change (change in a cycle from prosperity to decline) and 
evolutionary change (change to a more developed, more complex state) that arise from internal factors 
(e.g., physical environment, population changes in terms of quantity and quality, or the invention of 
innovation) and external factors (e.g., communication with external society).  

William Fielding Ogburn, a renowned sociologist, posited that social and cultural changes are 
continuous processes that profoundly impact human societies [15, 16]. These changes can yield both 
positive and negative outcomes. On the one hand, they enable societies to adapt to new needs, improve 
living conditions, and provide greater convenience [17]. On the other hand, if a society fails to adapt 
effectively, such changes can lead to instability or even societal collapse. Ogburn's Theory of cultural lag 
further explains this phenomenon, highlighting how technological advancements often outpace the 
ability of cultural and social institutions to adjust, creating a gap that can result in tension or disruption 
[16]. 

Ogburn's ideas are particularly relevant to studying music and cultural change. For instance, the 
advent of recording technology in the early 20th century revolutionized the music industry but 
disrupted traditional musical performance and transmission modes. Similarly, the globalization of music 
has led to the blending of musical styles across cultures. However, concerns have been raised about 
cultural homogenization and the loss of traditional practices. 
 
2.2. Historical Theory Concepts 

History is the study and knowledge of the past concerning human and natural phenomena as events 
have occurred. It is a record of events either in writing or other forms of textual artefacts which is the 
evidence of the true tales of the past. History collects, analyzes, and interprets textual evidence to 
reconstruct past events [18]. Historians are essential when connecting, analyzing, and connecting, 
analyzing and putting these records together [19].  Anything that happens in the past, whether recent 
or distant, is a part of history as long as it is significant. Therefore, history is not tied by time; it is an 
ongoing process that stretches back to the past and present and even looks into the future [20].  

History is defined as a social science.    It is more than just telling stories or remembering dates and 
events.    It is an academic study subject to a particular method or a set of practices.    Studying history 
involves research, analysis, interpretation, and critique. Like the scientific method of experimentation 
and analysis, the methods used to study history comprise researching, analyzing, and using evidence 
and reasoning to conclude. The study of history, however, is not limited to the discovery of facts; it also 
requires interpretation and explanation.    This allows for a greater understanding of human and natural 
phenomena within a historical context and provides a sense of why they happened. 
 
2.3. Ethnomusicology: Change and Continuity  

Ethnomusicology studies music in its cultural context [21, 22]. It combines methods and theories 
from anthropology and musicology to explore how music functions within societies, reflects cultural 
values, and shapes human experiences [23]. Ethnomusicologists often study traditional, folk, and 
popular music worldwide, focusing on the relationships between music, culture, and society [24, 25]. 
Famously noted that ethnomusicology can be approached from anthropological and musicological 
perspectives.    He noted that researchers often emphasize the aspects of their disciplinary background—
anthropologists focus on cultural and social dimensions, while musicologists prioritize musical 
structures and forms.    Despite these differing emphases, both groups share a common goal: integrating 
anthropological and musicological approaches. This ideal fusion, while challenging to achieve in 
practice, remains a central aim of ethnomusicological research. 

The noted musicologist Sachs [26] investigated the origins of music and came up with some key 
factors that influence its evolution.   Though his work is now somewhat dated, he is still cited [27, 28]. 
In summary, he proposed that the social context has two main kinds of effect on the evolution of music: 
1. specialization (e.g., such as with a composer, performer, instrument builder, synthesizer designer), 
leading to greater individuality, complexity, and diversity of musical styles and musical products; and 2. 
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communication, leading to standardization and greater similarity between musical styles and products. 
1.    Cultural Exchange: Sachs [26] acknowledged that when two or more cultures come into contact, 

each element will likely spread to the other, meaning that new musical forms and styles often 
combine elements from different cultures. Sachs [26] used "cultural grafting" to describe this 
phenomenon.  

2. Technological and Social Progress: Technology and changes in the societal environment have 
incentivized the development of new instruments, styles, and techniques.  

3.    Natural Variation: He also believed that there are two types of musical variation: Primitive and 
cultivated. Each new musical variation is a rudimentary form of the previous [26]. 

In The Rational and Social Foundations of Music (1921), Weber [29] argues that the history of music 
is, in some respects, an aspect of the history of rationalization [29]. He studies shifts in the musical 
scale, instruments, harmony, and strict organization through the lens of the socio-historical and 
economic rationalization of reality. Although he does not necessarily propose that the evolution of music 
is and, in all respects, determined by that of society and its institutions or its economic modes of 
production and organization, he consistently evokes shifts in man's imagination and understanding, 
which result from or interacts with rationalization. 

Nettl [23] proposes nine factors that potentiate musical change. First, the relationship between 
politics, economics, demographics, and social structure exists. Second, there is the degree to which 
cultural contact and the resulting integration affect musical structure. Third, there are aesthetic criteria, 
musical change functioning to preserve a society's cultural ideals in changed circumstances as much as a 
tradition may seek out change, an indication of the fourth factor, a given society's motivation or the 
effect behind the change, previous changes potentiating future change. Musical change is neither 
inherently good nor bad, though resistance may be prudent or unhealthy. 

The phenomenon of musical change is a human universal, occurring across the world and spanning 
historical eras and human diversity. The rate of change varies between regions and periods.    There is 
often resistance to change, though this is not always true. Changes may occur at many levels and are 
influenced by environmental, social, and personal factors. For example, the effects of changing social 
organization are profound in a region such as East Asia or Europe, previously dominated by court 
music.    Economic systems also change over time, often affecting music. The influence of foreign music 
in most parts of the world is also of great significance. Because music is a social activity, technological 
advancement may also affect music, pragmatically or in principle, influencing its conception, production, 
distribution, and reception (see music and technology). Musical change may cause a wide range of effects 
because the components of a musical system are interrelated: sound, meaning, function, use, and/or 
belief, all of which may vary to a greater or lesser extent. Such changes may be relatively insignificant 
or conspicuously significant (see musical revolution). 

However, social conditions are the most recognizable in understanding popular music today. The 
ideas proposed by Nettl [23] represent the complexity of musical change: the idea that it is a product of 
the interrelationship of a broad array of cultural, social, and historical factors. 

Kaemmer claims that the factors of industrial societies influence the activities of music-making 
through its social stratification [30]. He suggests that the social stratification of classes, familiar 
worldwide, embodies itself differently in musical functions. Whilst an ideal of equality is represented in 
modern societies, differentiation still prevails in education levels and also ethnic differences, which may 
portray ethnocentrism and prejudice. Social stratification is mimicked symbolically in music, mainly by 
segregating high culture (seen as elite or classical) and popular or mass culture. 

Kaemmer also suggests that the nature of industrial societies affects musical activities in several 
ways [30]. The effect of social stratification is particularly pertinent to these societies.    The division of 
social classes is a worldwide phenomenon, and there are many ways in which this division is reflected 
within musical contexts. The ideal of equality in modern societies is belied by the inequalities of 
education levels and ethnic differences, and the ethnic differences are grounded on ethnocentrism, often 
based on meaningful differences within the culture and on prejudices issued from one ethnic group 
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towards others. The differentiation of social classes finds musical expression in related contrasts, 
particularly between high and popular cultures.    The distinction between high and popular culture 
implies a hierarchy informed by applying an elite criterion to the former, often with a conscious aim to 
exclude the latter from consideration. In economically developed societies, high culture emphasizes 
traditional forms mainly disseminated through the mass media. In popular culture, from traditional to 
rock, music is produced more in response to the marketplace than intrinsic values. 

Kaemmer also points out the increased importance of individualism and materialism in industrial 
societies [30]. These societal values and changes in societal structure have serious consequences in the 
music industry. In capitalistic countries, the music industry emphasizes high marketability and profit, 
contributing to resource consumption and the reach of products.  
 
2.3. The Study of Music History  

Exploring musical change provides a valuable opportunity to understand notions of music history.    
Research into the history of change is essential for studying change processes.    Histories of change 
shed light on music changes that occur in response to changes in the social and cultural environments in 
which music is found. Ethnomusicologists have used the study of change as a means to constitute music 
histories in which they examine both events of the past and the way events are perceived in the present 
and situate them in terms of cross-cultural interpretations and the context of plural cultural histories. 
The results of this dual interpretation are patterns, norms, and principles that can be developed into 
theories about what has happened, what might happen, and/or what governs the conditions of these 
events, norms, and principles. 

Ethnomusicologists have increasingly turned their attention to the history of music in Asia [2, 3, 
13, 31-35] drawing on written and notated sources as distinctive resources. They have, over time, 
incorporated oral transmission with documentary evidence to form a more holistic approach to 
historical research. This allows the researcher to understand the individual limitations of each source by 
utilizing both forms of evidence. It also raises important questions surrounding using written sources in 
primarily oral cultures to convey musical information.    More recently, African music has also become a 
significant focus for new research, offering many examples of how music merges with cultural and social 
history. 

However, the history of ethnomusicology has been criticized both from within the field, by 
musicologists and ethnomusicologists, and from outside the field, by theorists in the social sciences, for 
its limited relevance. It has tended to self-criticism rather than engagement in a discourse beyond the 
specialty. The exception to this tradition is cross-cultural comparison and theories of change. For 
example, learning from studying historical developments in specific regions is helpful to understand the 
changing relationship between music and culture.    Studies in, for example, the globalization of music 
or the impact of colonialism augment understanding of the dynamics of Western and non-Western 
cultures. 

As Nettl [23] notes, for historical studies to be relevant to ethnomusicology, they require historical 
research to be relevant to the discipline's essential nature: the understanding of music as a cultural 
phenomenon or placing musical practices in their cultural context(s), as well as the relationship between 
music and its cultural contexts on the other hand. For example, by studying Indonesian gamelan music's 
cultural context, historical ethnomusicologists would consider the musical structure of gamelan music, 
its use in rituals, and its social and national implications. Similarly, historical studies of the blues 
tradition in the United States place this musical tradition within the context of African American 
history, examining the cultural and social circumstances that led to the rise of blues music as a form of 
cultural expression and the ways that this musical tradition subsequently altered the course of popular 
music worldwide. 

Rooting historical studies in the culture of the signification of music would help address 
ethnomusicology's perceived cries for relevance and endeavor. Such an approach would advance our 
understanding of music history and, perhaps even more splendidly—it could highlight 
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ethnomusicology's ability to participate in much broader interdisciplinary investigations of culture, 
society, and human creativity. 

 

3. Methods  
This study employs a qualitative approach guided by ethnomusicological ideas and principles [36].    

The methodology involves analyzing, synthesizing, and interpreting primary data from documentary 
sources and fieldwork.    The aim is to explore creative production dynamics in the Thai classical music 
recording industry.    Data collection is divided into three main components: 

 
3.1. Recorded Works of Thai Classical Music 

Data was gathered from various formats, including LP, cassette tapes, CDs, and digital recordings.    
Sources included physical collections generously provided by collectors of vintage records, cassettes, 
and digital archives from libraries and online platforms.    Additionally, information was collected from 
websites of music producers, general music retailers, and publications such as books, magazines, and 
journals related to the Thai music recording industry. 

 
3.2. Fieldwork Data 

Fieldwork involved in-depth interviews with three key groups involved in the Thai classical music 
recording business: 

 
3.2.1. Record Labels 

Representatives from companies producing Thai classical music recordings. 
 

3.2.2. Artist 
Musicians and singers who perform and record Thai classical music. 

 
3.2.3. Retailers 

Sellers of Thai classical music recordings, including physical and digital formats. 
These interviews provided insights into the perspectives of producers, performers, and the market 

for Thai classical music. 
 
3.3. Sociocultural and Historical Context 

Data was collected on the sociocultural and historical context of the Thai classical music recording 
industry, from the LP record era to the digital age. This included examining how societal changes, 
cultural trends, and historical events influenced the industry. 

After data collection, the researcher employed methodological triangulation to ensure the reliability 
and validity of the findings.    The data was then analyzed, synthesized, and interpreted using 
documentary analysis as the primary method.    The results are presented descriptively, focusing on 
understanding creative production dynamics in the Thai classical music recording industry. 

 

4. Results and Discussion 
The research findings are organized into three sections: 
The researchers present the dynamics of Thai classical music recording creative production in four 

key aspects. These include: 

1. Repertoire (ประเภทบทเพลง) – The study examines how the repertoire of Thai classical music 

recordings has evolved, reflecting changes in audience preferences and market demands Sowat [37]. 
Wisuttipat [38]. Initially dominated by complex, multi-layered compositions like sam chan (three-
tiered tempo) and sawng chan (two-tiered tempo) [32] the industry has shifted toward simpler, more 
accessible pieces to appeal to broader audiences. This includes the rise of solo instrumental works 
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featuring popular instruments such as the ranat ek (ระนาดเอก, a type of xylophone) [39, 40] and khim 

(hammered dulcimer). Adapting traditional melodies into shorter, more digestible formats highlights 
the tension between preserving cultural heritage and meeting commercial needs. The findings reveal 
how repertoire changes are closely tied to technological advancements, sociocultural shifts, and the 
commodification of music, offering insights into the industry's strategies for sustaining relevance in a 
rapidly changing market. 

2. Performance Ensembles (รูปแบบการบรรเลง) - The study highlights the evolution of performance 

ensembles, from traditional piphat and mahori groups to hybrid and contemporary ensembles [41]. 
Adapting traditional ensembles to modern tastes and technologies was crucial in sustaining the Thai 
music industry [8]. 

3. Visual Identity of Recordings (ภาพลกัษณ์ของผลงาน) - The visual presentation of Thai recordings 

evolved from traditional Thai imagery to modern graphic designs, reflecting broader cultural and 
aesthetic shifts. This change aimed to make Thai classical music more appealing to contemporary 
audiences. 

4. Artist Groups (กลุ่มศิลปิน) - The role of artist groups shifted from family-based lineages to 

institutional affiliations, with record labels becoming key players in ensuring the quality and 
marketability of recordings [42, 43]. This transition reflects broader changes in the social and economic 
structures of the music industry. 

The creative production dynamics in Thai classical music recordings reveal a complex interplay 
between tradition and innovation. While traditional music forms like sam chan and sawng chan remain 
central [34], the industry has continually adapted to technological advancements, changing audience 
preferences, and global influences. The findings underscore the resilience of Thai classical music while 
highlighting the challenges and opportunities it faces in the digital age. 

 
4.1. Repertoire 

During the LP record era, the industry was dominated by Thai instrumental music accompanying 
vocal performances. This period featured various ensembles, including piphat, mahori, khrueang sai, 
piphat dukdamban, angklung, and solo instrumental performances. The most common pieces were sam 
chan (three-tiered tempo) and sawng chan (two-tiered tempo), particularly those in the Lao accent. The 
emergence of hybrid ensembles like Sangkhit Prayuk and Sangkhit Samphan helped maintain the 
familiarity of Thai classical music, especially in the Lao accent.  

Kanchanaphon noted that Lao melodies harmonized better than Khmer or Western melodies [44] 
sometimes producing dissonant tones. Ensembles like Sangkhit Samphan often retained or adapted 
traditional song titles, such as Lao Duang Deun (from Lao Duang Deun Sawng Chan) and Lao Sian 
Tian (from Lao Sian Tian Sawng Chan). As a result, Sam Chan and Sawng Chan pieces became the most 
prevalent in recordings from the LP era to the present, as they were familiar, easy to listen to, and had 
simpler structures, making them more marketable. 

Between 1968 and 1972, the repertoire diversified significantly. Longer and more complex pieces, 
such as tap (suites of melodious compositions) and music for theatrical performances, gained popularity. 
This shift was facilitated by the advent of cassette tapes, which offered greater storage capacity, lower 
production costs, and easier distribution than vinyl records [45]. Many artists became producers, 
funding their recordings and expanding the variety of available works. 

In later years, producers increasingly favored instrumental versions over vocal-accompanied 
recordings, as the general public found traditional Thai vocal styles, with their elaborate melismas, less 
accessible. As Miller [34] observed, the vocal sections of Thai classical compositions are the hardest 
parts to understand, for the words are strung out in long melismas, the intonation is complex, and the 
timbre is nasal, unlike vocal timbres in the West. 

After 2007, new recordings of traditional Thai classical music became rare, with most productions 
leaning toward contemporary or fusion styles. As the industry transitioned to digital platforms, only a 
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few Thai producers adapted to the new system, resulting in fewer recordings circulating in the market 
[46]. Most of these were Sam Chan and Sawng Chan pieces. However, international producers like 
Jonkey [47] offered innovative interpretations [47] such as the album Tribal Thai, which incorporated 
soundscapes from various locations, including the natural sounds of Phi Phi Island, elephants, long 
drum processions, and Karen hill tribe songs, blending them with instrumental tracks. 

 

4.2. Performance Styles (ลักษณะการบรรเลง) 
Following the political changes in 1932, Thai popular music (Phleng Thai sakon - เพลงไทยสากล) gained 

widespread recognition and popularity. Thai sakon is an international genre of Thai popular music with 
a widely palatable sound and overt stylistic influences from Western rock and pop [40]. Concurrently, 
Thai classical music began to innovate, blending traditional performance styles with Western influences 
while maintaining the essence of Thai ensembles.  

For example, hybrid ensembles like the khrueang sai (string ensemble) were adapted to incorporate 
Western instruments, creating a harmonious fusion that appealed to contemporary audiences [48, 49]. 
The khrueang sai ensemble, in particular, proved highly adaptable, as its tuning could easily align with 
Western instruments, leading to the rise of mixed ensembles that became popular in recordings. Among 
these, the Watchara Band—a mixed ensemble featuring organ and traditional Thai instruments—stood 
out as one of the most prolific and beloved groups.  

Traditional ensembles like the piphat (percussion and wind ensemble) also remained popular, 
especially for their role in ceremonial and ritual contexts. The enduring presence of piphat ensembles in 
recordings reflects the continued importance of Thai classical music in cultural and religious practices. 

Additionally, the strong networks of music schools (บา้นดนตรี) and master-disciple lineages contributed to 

the preservation and innovation of performance styles. 
During the cassette tape era, performance styles became even more diverse, encompassing nearly 

every type of Thai ensemble. Artists began producing and distributing their works, leading to 
collaborations among musicians from different schools, lineages, and institutions. This period also saw a 
growing emphasis on preserving and archiving Thai classical music. However, solo instrumental 
performances gained particular prominence, especially in recordings produced by commercial 

companies. Solo works, such as เด่ียวขมิ (solo khim) and เด่ียวระนาดเอก (solo ranat ek), became increasingly 

popular due to their accessibility and shorter, simpler structures, often featuring sawng chan (two-tiered 
tempo) pieces. 

The use of the term เด่ียว (solo) in the recording industry, however, diverged from its traditional 

theoretical meaning. According to Tramote [49] and Tramote [50] เด่ียว in Thai music theory refers to a 

performance style where a single instrument is played to showcase three key elements: melodic 

development, precision, and technical skill. In contrast, the recording industry adopted the term เด่ียว to 

describe solo instrumental tracks, often prioritizing marketability over traditional artistic objectives. 
While some solo recordings adhere to the theoretical principles of Thai music, many are tailored to 
appeal to broader audiences, reflecting the industry's adaptation to changing tastes and commercial 
demands. 
 
4.2.1. Key Points 

1. The khrueang sai ensemble became a focal point for blending Thai and Western string 

instruments, leading to innovative performance styles [51]. The Wong khrueang sai (วงเคร่ืองสาย) is 

one of the quietest and most intimate ensembles in Thai classical music. It accompanies singing, 
dances, and holidays, especially for impromptu occasions requiring music. It is considered one of 
the most intimate and subtle ensembles within Thai classical music, primarily due to its 
composition of string instruments, creating a softer and more delicate sound compared to other 
larger ensembles like the piphat, which include more percussion instruments [52]. 
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2. Solo Performances: Solo instrumental works gained popularity during the cassette era, driven by 
their accessibility and commercial appeal. 

3. Divergence in Terminology: The term เดีย่ว (solo) in the recording industry differs from its 

traditional theoretical meaning, reflecting a shift in artistic priorities. 
4. Preservation and Innovation: Networks of music schools and master-disciple lineages played a 

crucial role in preserving traditional performance styles while fostering innovation. 
 
4.3. Visual Identity and Conceptualization of Thai Classical Music Recordings 

The visual identity of Thai classical music recordings has evolved significantly over time, reflecting 
changes in design trends, cultural influences, and marketing strategies. Producers have consistently 
sought to modernize the presentation of their works to attract buyers, experimenting with design 
elements, typography, language, symbols, and imagery. 

 
4.3.1. Early Era: Shellac Records 

In the era of the gramophone industry's shellac records, packaging was minimal, consisting of 
simple sleeves with a central hole for the record and introductory promotional text or images. In the 
days of 78 rpm records (roughly 1920–50), vinyl formulations had not yet become useable to press a 
recording from a master. A compound that incorporated shellac (a sticky product derived from insects) 
to bind together the disc material was the most common way to press consumer records for decades 
[53]. Between 1927 and 1933, as competition in the record industry intensified, sleeves became more 
elaborate and visually appealing. 
 
4.3.2. LP Records Era 

With the advent of LP records, packaging transitioned to sturdy, full-color cardboard covers 
featuring detailed information about the recordings [54]. The visual style of Thai classical music record 
covers during this period was heavily influenced by Thai movie posters, particularly during the musical 
film era (1970–1972). Renowned artists like Piak Poster (a.k.a peak poster) [55] (Somboonsuk Niyomsiri) 
and Phanom Suwannabun, known for their work on movie posters and novel covers, contributed to the 
design of record covers. These covers often featured hand-drawn illustrations, blending traditional and 
modern aesthetics. 

During this time, Thai classical and popular music covers shared similar styles, reflecting the 
influence of musical films. Later, as color photography and graphic design techniques advanced, covers 
incorporated photographs, often depicting nattasin (Thai classical dance) performances, temples, musical 
ensembles, and instruments [56]. These images became iconic representations of Thai classical music, 
as dance music was prominent in LP recordings. 
 
4.3.3. Cassette and CD Eras 

Even as recording formats shifted to cassette tapes and CDs, producers continued to use traditional 
imagery such as nattasin and temples to convey the "Thai-ness" of their recordings. However, some 
covers began to feature more specific visuals, such as musical ensembles or instruments, to align with 
the content of the recordings [57, 58]. Portraits of renowned musicians and teachers also became 
common, particularly for solo instrumental works, which gained popularity during the cassette era. 

Producers also began to develop distinct visual identities, experimenting with layout, typography, 
and image selection. By the 1980s, English text started appearing on covers, including transliterated 
song titles and album names. This shift reflected a growing awareness of international markets. 

Conceptually, Thai album titles evolved from using song names to highlighting the genre or 
ensemble type. Some titles explicitly indicated the ceremonial use of the music, such as albums for 
funerals, weddings, or teacher homage ceremonies, underscoring the ritualistic role of Thai classical 
music in society. Companies like Hand-Acme Supply introduced creative, poetic titles like Sabat Mai Bon 



2685 

 

 

Edelweiss Applied Science and Technology 
ISSN: 2576-8484 

Vol. 9, No. 3: 2675-2690, 2025 
DOI: 10.55214/25768484.v9i3.5858 
© 2025 by the authors; licensee Learning Gate 

 

Sai Siang ("Striking the Strings") and Sen Siang Samniang Khim ("Melodies of the Khim"), which added a 
layer of artistic sophistication to their releases. 
 
4.3.4. CD and Digital Eras 

In the CD era, while some covers reused designs from cassette tapes, new releases began to adopt 
more modern and visually striking designs. Graphic design became more prominent, focusing on 
typography and layout while retaining Thai identity. However, the use of artist portraits declined, 
except for well-known figures like Narongrit Tosa-nga who played the part of Kun-In (a famous ranad-
ek player in Thailand). In the movie 'The Overture,' the music that Khun-In plays is actually from a tape 
recording of Narongrit performing on television when he was eight. 

CD covers often featured minimalistic designs, with some using only the album title or entirely 
English text, signaling a shift toward targeting international audiences or marketing the recordings as 
cultural souvenirs (Figure 2). 
 
4.3.5. Digital Era 

In the digital download era, the visual identity of recordings saw little change, as most works were 
re-releases of older recordings. Thai producers did not significantly adapt their album titles or designs 
for the digital market, which increasingly catered to non-Thai audiences. 
 

 
Figure 2. 
Example of a CD cover from Thai Lamphu Company, featuring graphic design and English text. 

 
4.3.6. Key Observations 

1. Evolution of Design: From simple sleeves to elaborate graphic designs, the visual identity of Thai 
classical music recordings has continually adapted to technological and cultural changes. 
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2. Cultural Symbolism: Imagery such as nattasin, temples, and musical instruments has remained 
central to conveying the "Thai-ness" of recordings. 

3. Market Adaptation: The use of English text and minimalist designs reflects efforts to appeal to 
international audiences. 

4. Conceptual Shifts: Album titles evolved from descriptive to poetic, emphasizing the ceremonial 
and artistic value of the music. 

 

4.4. Artist Groups (กลุ่มศิลปิน) 

In the early days of the Thai classical music recording industry, the artists featured on recordings 
were primarily court musicians, those with royal titles, or musicians affiliated with royal departments. 
Each recording session required official permission and was typically conducted within the palace or 
under the supervision of the musicians' patrons. Beyond these court-affiliated musicians, recordings 
included folk musicians, likay (Thai folk opera) performers, and other non-court artists. 

By the late reign of King Rama VII and during King Rama VIII's reign (1934–1946), the 
introduction of electric recording technology and the expansion of recording venues made Thai classical 
music recordings more accessible and widespread. However, the political changes of 1932 marked the 

end of royal patronage for musicians, forcing many music schools (ส านักดนตรี) to seek independent income 

through performances. While the 1950s saw a decline in the prestige of cultural and entertainment 
professions, with many artists turning to government jobs, some prominent music schools managed to 
sustain themselves and played a vital role in transmitting musical knowledge to the next generation [7]  

During the LP record era, the strong ties of musical lineages—familial and master-disciple 
relationships—were evident in the naming of ensembles. These ensembles typically fell into three 
categories: 

1. Named after the ensemble leader, such as วงดนตรีไทยกรมประชาสัมพันธ์  (Thai Music Ensemble of the 

Public Relations Department). 

2. Named after their affiliated institution or music school, such as คณะดุริยประณีต (Duriyapraneet 

Ensemble). 
3. Newly created names, often incorporating elements of the leader's name or lineage. 

Each ensemble was known for its unique style and expertise, contributing to the rich diversity of 
Thai classical music recordings. However, the economic crisis of 1997 (known as the Tom Yam 
Kung crisis) severely impacted the demand for Thai classical music in ceremonies and events. Many 
musicians were forced to seek alternative careers or join educational institutions and military bands to 
survive [59]. This led to a decline in the continuity of music schools and ensembles and reduced public 
performances and recognition opportunities. 

The dissolution of these tight-knit musical communities also affected the production of Thai 
classical music recordings. In the past, artists played a crucial role in promoting their works, and 
recordings served as a way to preserve the performances of master musicians. However, as the public 
became less familiar with individual artists and ensembles, later recordings often omitted specific names, 

instead using general terms like นักดนตรีกรมศิลปากร (musicians of the Fine Arts Department).  

The Fine Arts Department, responsible for preserving, innovating, and promoting Thai arts and 
culture, became a mark of quality and authenticity for recordings. In some cases, musicians chose not to 
disclose their identities, further contributing to the anonymity of artists in the industry. 
 
4.4.1. Key Observations 

1. Shift from Royal Patronage: The end of royal patronage forced musicians to adapt, leading to the 
decline of traditional music schools and the rise of institutional affiliations [8].  

2. Economic Impact: The 1997 economic crisis significantly reduced opportunities for Thai classical 
musicians, pushing many into alternative careers [8]. 
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3. Anonymity in Recordings: The dissolution of musical lineages and the public's declining 
familiarity with artists led to anonymous or institutionally attributed recordings. 

4. Role of the Fine Arts Department: The department became a key guarantor of quality, often 
replacing individual or ensemble names on recordings. 

 

5. Conclusion and Recommendations 
The dynamics of the Thai classical music recording industry have been shaped by sociocultural 

contexts across different eras [60, 61]. 
. The creative production of recordings has evolved in response to four key factors: 

1. Repertoire (ประเภทบทเพลง) 
2. Performance Styles (รูปแบบการบรรเลง) 
3. Visual Identity (ภาพลกัษณข์องผลงาน) 

4. Artist Groups (กลุ่มศิลปิน) 

Producers have had to adapt to these changes, particularly in response to technological 
advancements [4, 13]. While technology has enhanced the diversity and quality of recordings, it has 
also introduced challenges [53]. For example, the precision of modern recording techniques can 
sometimes diminish the spontaneity and emotional depth of live ensemble performances. Additionally, 
editing or reusing previously recorded tracks, rather than recording new performances, has become 
common, potentially altering the music's authenticity. 

As Kaemmer noted, when music becomes a commodity, it must continually innovate to remain 
marketable [30]. This has led to creating new works that simplify musical complexity, making them 
more accessible to a broader audience. For instance, lengthy or intricate compositions have been 
shortened, and ensembles with unconventional sounds or mixed instrumentation have been streamlined. 
Traditional Thai vocal styles, characterized by elaborate melismas and sparse lyrics, have also been 
adapted to suit modern tastes, contributing to the popularity of solo instrumental works featuring well-
known instruments like the ranat ek (Thai xylophone) and khim (hammered dulcimer) [39]. 

The shift from physical media (e.g., vinyl records, cassettes, CDs) to digital platforms has further 
transformed the industry. As various experts have observed, the rise of streaming services like Spotify, 
Apple Music, and YouTube has replaced traditional music purchasing and downloading habits. This 
transition is not merely a change in media format but a fundamental shift in how music is consumed, 
distributed, and monetized [62-64]. 

According to the Electronic Transactions Development Agency [65] younger Thai generations 
(Gen Y and Gen Z) are the most active Internet users, spending an average of 8.55 and 8.24 hours 
online daily. In contrast, older generations (Baby Boomers and Gen X) spend significantly less time 
online. Activities like downloading software, music, and dramas have declined, replaced by streaming 
services.  
 

6. Future Trends and Sustainability Suggestions 
This trend raises critical questions about the future of the Thai classical music recording industry: 

Who will be the primary consumers? 
How can the industry attract new listeners? 
What creative strategies are needed to expand the audience base? 
To ensure the sustainability of the Thai classical music recording industry, the following 

recommendations are proposed: 
1. Embrace Digital Platforms: Producers should prioritize distributing recordings on streaming 

services to reach younger, tech-savvy audiences. 
2. Innovate While Preserving Tradition: While simplifying music for accessibility, efforts should 

be made to preserve the essence and complexity of Thai classical music. 
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3. Leverage Visual and Multimedia Content: Combining music with visually engaging content, 
such as videos or interactive digital experiences, can attract a broader audience. 

4. Target Niche Markets: Focus on promoting Thai classical music as a cultural experience for 
tourists, educators, and cultural enthusiasts. 

5. Collaborate with Educational Institutions: Partner with schools and universities to introduce 
Thai classical music to younger generations through workshops, performances, and digital content [66, 
67]. 

By adapting to these changes, the Thai classical music recording industry can continue to thrive, 
preserving its rich heritage while appealing to modern audiences. 
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