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Westerners interested in traditional Thai massage encounter 
great difficulties in finding and gaining access to relevant 
places of learning in Thailand – places where they will 
actually be taught this art. My teacher, Chaiyuth Priyasith,  
to whom I dedicate this book, belonged to the masseurs of 
the so-called rural tradition, who typically pass on their wis- 
dom to a close circle of students. They teach only by practice, 
they often retreat to the monastery, and they include medita-
tion, trance, and shamanism in their practice. For many years, 
Chaiyuth was an invaluable source of knowledge about this 
fascinating form of traditional Thai massage, which he 
passed on to a small group of interested students.

The aim of this book is to convey the ingenious simplicity of 
Thai massage, a type of massage that, in a way, requires no 
particular knowledge – and the fact that there are no 
documents or historical testaments about Thai massage 
seems to confirm this. So let us approach this type of massage 
with an “Asian” attitude from the very start – by telling our 
thinking mind to take a break as there is nothing for it to do 
here. Let us fully focus on practicing and feeling.  

Since there really is nothing to “know” about Thai massage,  
I will not turn to Western knowledge about other Eastern 
methods such as Ayurveda or traditional Chinese medicine  
in order to explain and demonstrate the effectiveness of 
massage practice.

What I would instead like to stress most emphatically is that 
those who have been practicing Thai massage for a long time  
are aware of and rely on its complex effects – effects that will 
always be beneficial and have a highly surprising potential 
due to their complexity.

As long as we observe a few key principles in our Thai 
massage practice, we will be able to bring joy to many 
people. And the best way to maintain our own joy in our 
work is to keep Thai massage as simple and uncomplicated  
as we were taught it.

Intro
ductIon
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A few short notes on the history of Thailand must suffice here.  
If you would like to learn more, I recommend “An Introduction 
to Buddhism” by Peter Harvey. 

The old colonial term Indochine beautifully reflects the  
cultural, economic, and political influences that have shaped  
Southeast Asia for centuries.

Indian influences date back to the first millennium, when 
Buddhism spread throughout Southeast Asia, where it met  
with the nature religions, spiritualism, and shamanism of the 
existing cultures. There was thus a bilateral influence between 
Buddhism and Southeast Asian culture and religion. As a result, 
the various types of Buddhism that still exist today emerged in 
the different regions. Other Indian influences include Ayurveda 
and yoga, the latter of which evolved from Tantric traditions.  
To this day, traditional Thai masseurs venerate Jivaka Komar-
paj, a Northern Indian physician and contemporary of Buddha, 
as the founder of this healing tradition.

From China came traditional Chinese medicine, the meridi- 
an system, and shamanism. It is believed that during the  
first millennium, some ethnic groups were driven out from  
the regions in the South of China. These people, who called 
themselves Tai, settled in the North of what is now known  
as Thailand.

The “knowledge” of Thai massage was passed on from one 
generation to the next, orally or through practice and obser- 
vation. This active observation and empathic understanding is  
a very effective and fast way of learning that is typical for the 
mediation of Asian techniques. The first written documentations 
were compiled in the late 17th century, but they were lost  
during the destruction of the ancient Siamese capital Ayutthaya. 
The oldest documents still in existence are 60 epigraphs in an 
ancient temple in Bangkok. Unfortunately, these inscriptions, 
which date back to the 19th century, do not provide any reli- 
able insights. 

In conclusion, there are no historical sources or documents  
that would allow us to conclude with more certainty the  
extent and regional impact of Indian and Chinese influences  
on Thai massage.

HI
story
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Let me begin by pointing out that all Asian methods, used in 
their original cultural context, are first and foremost methods 
of prevention. This even applies to acupuncture. This means 
that we work with a healthy and relatively intact body that  
is highly self-regulatory and strives for a balance of its own 
energies or forces. For our practice it means that we should 
not and do not fixate on the massage’s effect on individual 
parts or areas of the body. Instead, our perspective includes 
the entire organism, and we trust the effect to be comprehen-
sively beneficial. We only provide impulses for a system that 
has the ability to self-regulate and will return to a state of 
balance. Thai massage, then, should always be viewed as a 
relaxation and wellness massage – a prophylactic method  
that makes no distinctive claim of being therapeutic.  

The principle of Thai massage is based on the assumption  
that there are 72,000 energy lines running through the  
entire human body. This immense number alone should 
alleviate all fears of failing to hit the mark. Ten of these 
72,000 lines are considered to be of high potency. These are 
called sen. The energy lines are not mapped and determined 
anatomically. We find them tactually, i.e., using our sense of 
touch. If the course of each of the lines is determined at all, it 
is only by its origin and end point. The huge number of lines  
is certainly one reason why even the most minor school today 
uses its own set of lines. The points we work with are not 
individually defined by their exact anatomical positions, but 
located quite deliberately on an imagined line. What counts  
is not the individual point, but the entirety of them all. We 
always keep in mind the whole picture (i.e., the overall effect), 
yet also remain aware of the immediate impact on the point 
itself and its surrounding areas (local effect). 
 

All the elements of Thai massage work as prevention on the 
“healthy” and therapeutically on the “ill”. 

Effects
Massages should never be given to persons suffering from 
infections or fever! As a general rule, we should refrain from 
massaging if the client has a condition or illness which either  
our intuition or our sense tells us to treat with care.

We can potentially reach all the effects with Thai massage that 
may be reached with other forms of massage. Furthermore, as we 
work with elements of stretching as used in yoga, we can also 
achieve results similar to those of yoga (“yoga for the lazy”). The 
impact range is also increased by our work with lines, which may 
have similar effects as acupressure. Finally and fundamentally, 
Thai massage is an energy massage and as such highly complex 
and unpredictable in its effects!

This unpredictability is also the reason why we should not work 
with pregnant women.

In Thai massage we work on lines and combine this with 
stretching. It therefore has a highly therapeutic effect.

How often should or can one have Thai massage? 
The amount or duration of Thai massage one person can have  
is limited only by their budget and/or their willingness to remain 
in a lying position. We can have massages for many hours a day. 
Once a week would be a good basic treatment.

The quality of the massage depends on our working position, 
awareness, breathing, focus, and our ability to be in the moment 
with all our hearts and minds. 

tHeory  
underlyIng  
princIples



14


