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Thai  Massage is an ancient style of healing that includes 

elements of reflexology, yoga, energy meridian work, 

meditation, acupressure, muscle compression and joint 

mobil ization.  The founder of Thai Massage is said to have been 

Jivaka Kumar Bhaccha,  a physician to the Buddha over 2500 

years ago, and head physician of the Sangha – the community 

of fol lowers of Buddha.   The history, however, is probably a 

combination of influences from Indian, Chinese, and South 

Eastern Asian cultures and tradit ions of medicine.  There is a 

variation from region to region even in Thailand, and no single 

routine is universally accepted.  The style I  have been trained in 

is cal led Southern Traditional Thai Massage, but it  can be seen 

referred to as Thai Medical Massage, Ancient Massage, Thai 

Yoga, Thai Yoga Massage, Thai Classical Massage, Thai 

Bodywork, Passive Yoga,  as well  as Assisted Yoga.  In 

Thailand, it  is also known as Nuad Bo’ Rarn.  Nuad means “to 

touch with the intent of imparting healing”.  Bo’ Rarn (derived 

from Sanskrit) means “something which is ancient and revered”.  

This term is also applied to several sutras of Buddhism.  Thai 

Massage therefore has a sacred, revered history of healing 

associated with it.    

In Thailand, Thai Massage is recognized as a core part of an 

entire system of traditional medicine.  The 4 aspects of Thai 

Medicine are: 

1 .  Herbal Medicine 



2.  Nutrit ion and Food Cures 

3.  Spiritual Practices (mantras, prayer, meditation) 

4.  Thai Massage / Nuad Bo’Rarn   

Historical ly, Thai Massage was a hands-on practice of 

traditional medicine used to treat physical,  mental,  and 

emotional ai lments.  Monks traveled from India to Thailand 

around 200 BC, bringing with them the practice of what we now 

call  Thai Massage.  Medical knowledge was transmitted orally 

from teacher to student, and over the centuries the traditions 

evolved with influences of Ayurvedic techniques.  By 1292 AD, 

traditional medicine was established in the Buddhist 

monasteries, known as Wats.  Healing work was administered to 

the people by the monks and even Buddhist nuns.   

The Buddhist philosophy heavi ly influences medicine in 

Thailand.  Healing is understood to be the practical application 

of metta, or loving kindness.  Metta is sought in daily l ife by 

followers of Buddha seeking awareness and fulfi l lment.  It  is  

referred to as the “foundation of the world”, essential  for 

peace and happiness of self and others. 

Thai Massage demonstrates 4 divine stages of mind: 

1 .  Metta (loving kindness) 

2.  Compassion 

3.  Vicarious Joy 

4.  Mental Equanimity (through meditation)  



I  began looking into Thai Massage about 6 years ago as an 

additional service to offer my massage cl ients.  At that t ime I  

had been practicing yoga and working as a massage therapist 

for 7 years, and as I  came across articles in massage magazines 

about Thai Massage, I  became interested in it.   It  appealed to 

me as a new service that I  could offer cl ients, since it  was a 

departure from traditional table massage.  I  thought the 

element of yoga-l ike stretching in Thai Massage would intrigue 

many of my regular cl ients.   I  could see the parallel  to some of 

the yoga poses I  knew, and it  seemed that this would be a good 

compliment to traditional massage.  After researching qualif ied 

Thai Massage teachers, I  came across Winnie Cain in 

Scottsdale, Arizona.  Winnie had been practicing and teaching 

Thai Massage for many years, and had traveled to Thailand 

over a dozen times … (that number is now over 20 times!)  She 

studied extensively, including a 6 month period of l iv ing and 

studying in Thailand. This gave credibil ity and added interest 

to her training program.  After talking to her, I  knew she was 

the person for me to study with.  I  spent an intensive week 

studying and practicing her method in a small  group 

atmosphere at her home studio.  Winnie turned out to be not 

only an exceptional teacher, but a wonderful example of a 

humanitarian as well.   She is the president and founder of the 

Akha Women’s Foundation, which supports projects to provide 

women of the Akha tribe in Thailand with vocational and health 



care programs.  The foundation has also built  a hostel where 

up to 25 Akha girls can l ive while attending school.     

At the t ime, I  had heard Thai Massage referred to as “Lazy 

Man’s Yoga”, and since our culture loves anything that sounds 

beneficial  without the effort (sad, but true!) I  had a feel ing it  

would pique the interest of many people.  I  do not cal l  it  by that 

name, but prefer to call  it  s imply Thai Massage.  My description 

of the session includes assistance into yoga-l ike poses, since it  

is more interactive than most massage techniques where the 

cl ient is lying sti l l .   During Thai Massage, the cl ient and the 

practit ioner are moving, bending and stretching throughout the 

session.  Thai Massage is done on a padded mat on the floor.  

Comfortable clothing is worn to al low for movement, and no oils 

or lotions are used.  This is a departure from the traditional 

table massage my cl ients were used to in which there is l itt le 

movement on the part of the cl ient, and the session is done on 

bare skin using oi ls or lotions.  The correct use of the 

practit ioner’s body weight is essential  in this style of massage.  

The practit ioner uses thumbs, palms, elbows, feet and knees to 

apple pressure to the sen l ines of the body.  Sen l ines are 

similar to the nadis in the Ayurvedic system.   The sen l ines do 

not correlate specifical ly to any organ systems l ike the Chinese 

meridians do.  The Thai meridians begin at the navel and end at 

the extremities of the body.  The acupressure points used in 



Thai massage also are often parallel  to the Indian marma 

points.  

Thai Massage is based in the idea that air is inhaled through 

the lungs and travels through the body along 72,000 pathways 

cal led “sen l ines”.  The Thai Massage therapist manipulates the 

sen l ines by applying pressure to points along the l ines.  The 

yoga-l ike stretches are meant to stimulate the sen l ines also.  

Ten primary sen l ines which originate deep in the abdominal 

cavity are identif ied with Thai Massage.  The pressure is 

rhythmic and the entire body is stretched, including the fingers, 

toes, and even the earlobes.  The peripheral stimulation of the 

sen l ines produces an internal effect.  Although the physical 

body is being addressed, the primary focus and intention of 

Thai Massage is to bring balance and harmony to the energetic 

body and mind of the recipient.   

There are many benefits to Thai massage, including:  

- Increases range of motion in the joints 

- Relieves muscle soreness by supplying blood and oxygen 

to the t issue 

- Promotes general relaxation 

- Reduces emotional stress 

- Elongates and releases fascia 

- Relieves muscle and joint stiffness associated with aging 

- Helps prevent joint sprains, muscle tears, and re-injury to 

muscles 



- Eliminates toxins by increasing blood flow to muscles 

- Reduces t ightness that may contribute to pain ,  spasms 

and cramping 

During the routine, many stretches have close similarit ies to 

traditional yoga poses.  People describe the session as similar 

to doing yoga without the work, and leave with a relaxed but 

energized feel ing.   

The intention of my thesis is to break down the Thai Massage 

sequence into its individual parts and explore the similarit ies to 

traditional yoga poses…   

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 









 

 





 

 





 



 



 

 









 

 







 









This thesis project has been very beneficial  to me both as a 

massage therapist and as a yoga instructor.  I  always knew 

there were some obvious parallels between Thai Massage and 

traditional yoga asana.  Poses l ike bhujangasana and 

salabasana were apparent r ight away.  I  saw these the first t ime 

I  looked at this project idea, but I  never stopped to look at it  

from the perspective of the body in different planes in space.   

Each time I  looked, I  saw more detai ls…subtle poses that were 

hidden in a passive, supine posit ion! Surprisingly, such poses 

as natarajasana, eka pada virasana, and many others came into 

focus when I  began breaking down each posit ion of the 

sequence with a new perspective.  We get so used to looking at 

things from one point of view…the one we are used to.  But 

when I  took the t ime to open my mind and let go of the usual 

expectations of this routine, it  suddenly opened up to me in a 

new way.  

 When I  started this project, I  could not see a direct parallel  

between the acupressure along the sen l ines (which constitutes 

the first 1/3 of the Thai Massage session) and yoga.  As I  gave 

it  a deeper look however, I  real ized that this actually activates 

the muscles and increases blood flow in a passive way.  

Opening energy l ines is the equivalent of the simple stretches 

we do at the beginning of a yoga class to bring blood flow and 

opening to the body by gentle flexion, extension, and rotation 

of the spine.  Even the hands and feet are activated by thumb 



pressure to the palms of the hands and soles of the feet.  After 

6 years of doing Thai Massage, I  never real ized it,  but the first 

half of the session is also another way of preparing the body 

for the poses, just as we prepare our body for asana by 

focusing,  grounding, breath work and intention. 

 Over the years I  have gotten used to the usual f low of the Thai 

Massage routine, and I  am excited to t ie it  in with traditional 

yoga poses to educate my cl ients.  I  wi l l  certainly be much more 

apt to market my Thai Massage services as an “assisted yoga” 

session, especial ly to my new yoga students who wil l  be able to 

see and feel the similarit ies.   The Thai Massage session has 

become so much more to me since this thesis project…massage 

techniques and yoga asana  now come together in a way that is 

not only beneficial,  but can be used as a way to educate my 

cl ients.    

 

 

 

 

 

(Heartfelt thanks to Reeny Linstrom for volunteering to be 

photographed for this project.  Your beautiful  poses added so 

much to the visual comparisons!) 
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