TRADITIONAL THAI PAINTING

Professor C, Feroei

Any one who wishes to study "Thai painting should have gome
general background about it histovical development, and artistic
peculiarities such as line, composition, colour and technique,

Of course, an exhaustive critical discussion of the subject wonld
require far more than one talk; but our present purpose is to hint
at the principal characteristics of thig art in order that whoever ig
interested may appreciate its beauty.

As T have explained on other occagions, in the past old Thai
art wag treated as archaeological matter more than as artistic ex-
pvession. This was very detrimental to the paintings because, ag the
" majority of them were relatively modern, they were not considered
worthy of special attention and so were left to the care of incompe-
tent people and, still worse, were not protected from the merciless
1'avages of our climate. The regrettable result was that the majority
of those paintings vanished long since.

It wos only a few years ago that some artists, particularly. Nai
Pua Tongyoo, a puinter of the Fine Arts Department, started to
make orderly researches and reproductions in colour of those pain-
tings which are bound to disappear in a short time. '

01d Thai paintings are to he found in various districts of Thai-
land, particularly, in chronological order ¢f time, in Sukhothai,
Ayﬁthia, Pejaburi, UTturadit, Bangkok, Chiengmai, etc. In our
short study we shall confine ourselves to the oldest remains of
Sukhothai, Ayunthia and Ra.tanakosin ( Bangkok) as it will give
sufficient subject—matter to understand tl}e development and the
fineness of this art, ’

Painting as mural décoration may have started in Sukhothali,
the first capital of the Thai kingdom founded in A.D. 1238, in the
form of engravings on stone followed by some ornaments painted in
monochrome in tempera. From the oldest examples to those of
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modern times Thai paintings were made in distemper, which is a good
medium in dry conditions but which, on the contrary, deteriorates
rapidly through dampness. Certainly this accounts for the loss of
tlje majority of our mural paintings,

" In the 13th century, Sukhothai had direct cultural contact with
Ceylon from which Indian bronzes of the 10th-13th century and
degigns were imported into Thailand, influencing the then emerging
Thai artistic expression. With relevence to this Thal expression,
I would like to say few words which may help us to understand
its racial individuality.

For centuries the Thai people of central Thailand had shaved
Khmer culture. IF, after having established the kingdom of Sukhothai
t];éy bad followed in art, particularly in sculpture, the Khmer
(}hq 'acteristics. it wonld have heen quite a natural fact. ‘This was
not the case; and the reagon was that vt.h‘e Thai, being followers of
1}]finayuna Buddhism, felt the Khmer Buddha images too severe, t0o
ﬁfintluish for representing the real essencé of Lord Buddha’s doetrine.
The images imported from Ceylon were more spiritnal and thug the
Thai got inspiration from these Tndian models to create a type of
Buddha~image which is one of the most spiritual creations ever
conceived by the Eagtern peoples.

I have referred to sculpture because, as we shall gee later, this
art influenced painting. ‘ "

In reguming our study of Thai painting we have to go back to
thoge designs engraved on gtone, decorating the ceiling of Wat Sijuni
in Bukhothai which show a striking likeness to Indian examples.
But within a few years the Thai artists had found their own expres-
sion, and in fact from the figures engraved on a bronze cagt in
Sukhothai about forty years later than the engravings on stone just
mentioned, we note already those characteristics which form the
very peculiarity of Thal art—namely, the rhythmical, undulating
outline of the figuves, the oval shape of the head, the parallel
rhythmical and delicate lines of the facial featureg and the sensitive
meaningful gestures of the hands.
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From the Indianish designg and the Thai ones we learn two
important facts. One is that while the Indianish engravings are
composed of groups of figures dealing with a certain subject, the
decoration on the bronze is formed by the rhythmical repetition of
an almost identical figure, The other important fact ig the peculiar
undulating flame-like line which, as we have said, is the most
striking feature of Thai art.

The next mural paintings so far discovered are those found in
some Phra Prangs at Wat Mahatat and Wat Rajaburana in Ayuthia,
(cirea A.D 1400—1450). These paintings illumine for us the fol
lowing facts: .

1st, .. Trom the Sukhothai period up to the middle of the 16th
century and maybe later mural painting had a monochrome
character as only black, white and red were used to obtain
the effect of chiarogceuro.

2nd .., ‘The composition of the decoration is obtained by super-
impoged rows of many sitting Buddha-fignres separated
from each other by an omamental design symboliging
the nimbus around the holy images. No grouping of
fligures to illugtrate religious or mythical subjects is yet
used as mural decoration. ‘

3rd ... The painted figures imitate exactly the sculptured speci-
mens of Lopburi and TUthong, in particular the votive
tablets, Accordingly, Lopburi and Uthong, two important
centers of the Khmer culture, influenced Ayuthia from its
foundation in 1350 up to the 16th century.

No other mural paintings chronologically following these Mono-
chrome gpecimens have been found yet. The next important
Paintings still existing in Ayuthia are those decorating the walls of
Wat Buddhaisawan which may have been done at.the end of the 17th
orthe beginning of the 18th century. The artistic differences between
the painting in the interiors of the Phra Prangs of Wat Mahatat and
Wat Rajaburana and thoge of Wat Buddhaisawan are such that no
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parallel is possible. The latter paintings are polychrome: the
.composition is obtained by many compositions of grouped figures
gpread all over the surface of the walls, each group illustrating a
different gubject.

Ag regards artistic value, many parts of the paintings at Wat
Buddhaigsawan are rather objectionable but, being the only remains
of the period, they are most valuable as records and for critical
gtudy. ' ‘ ‘

Here Khmer influence has been completely eliminated, whﬂe
Sukhothfu characteristics have definitely dominated. The ﬁneness
of line, rhythm, and delicate gestures noted in Sukhothai art ave to
be traced again in the fully developed Thai painting. Accordingly
the very spirit of Thai art is to be found in the Sukhothai period,
particularly in the sculpture, which as line influenced the painting.

It is worthwhile to note that in the paintings of Wat Buddhai-
gawan there are some parts, particularly in the treatment of trees,
rocks and water, which remind one clogely of Chinege art. In
this respect we are forced to conclude that Thailand had cultural
. contact with China ever since the thirteenth centnry and that the
appreciation of colourful objects and polychromic architecture came
from China. In the Sunkhothai period, architecture, pottery and
what ig left of the painting were monochrome.

But"v any race with a strong art;istig teinperament cannot he
gatisfied to imitate. It assimilates other people’s influence and after-
wards create anew expresgion. Bo it was with the old Thai painters.
A cloger obsgervation of Nature and of natural surroundings gave to
the old painters a more vital source than Chinese conventionalism,
the result being a pure Thai expression.

Ag we have seéen, becaﬁsé there is a Imbse oi‘ timé of abouf two
h‘Lllldl ed and fifty years betwoen the monochrome paintings and ‘rhe
polyohrome ones gtill existing in Ayuthla, and beoausa no other
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intermediate paintings have been found to link these two extremess
we have to refer to the painted illugtrations of the books Trai Phum
( Buddhist Cosmology) made in Ayuthia and at present preserved
in the National Museum of Bangkok. These books are truly pre-
cloug and should be kept into twosided glass.screened frames in
order not to deteriorate still more by handling.

Unfortunately Thailand has not yet developed a sense of
artistic pride; otherwise such illustrations together with some of the
best gpecimens of mural paintings wonld have been reproduced in
colour long since as the most practical medium for gpreading Thai
culture abroad, Of course, not all these illustrations are fine, but
many are heautiful and some extremely beautiful.

The oldeat specimens of these hocks may go back to A.D. 1500,
and the later ones to A.D, 1600, Between the designs of the former
and latter specimens there are artistic differences which make us
undergtand the slow development of the art of painting in Thailand.

The procesg of eliminating Khmer characteristics and of
replacing them by those of the Sukhothai period, til1 this art reached
it8 conventional idealism, is here very clear.

Although no gilding is used in these illustrations, the colours
are ag bright and light as those of the Western miniatures.

I think that it was precisely the role of miniatures to influence
raural painting, hoth in composition and colours. Indeed Thai mural
painting is composed of many groups of small figures, spread all
over the surface of the walls, having a narrative character just as
in the illuminations, o

I would say it is just on account of its miniaturistic character
that Thai painting is generally not 8o much appreciated as Thai
sculpture and architecture ave. In fact, many visitors to Thailand
have a fine quick impression of architectural peculiarities and admire
easily the beauty of old statuary; but those innumerable figures
painted all over the walls are too many and too small to be appre-
ciated in a short time. Most visitors to Bangkok are shown the
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painting of the galleries of Wat Phra Keo hecauge, being a modern
degenerated production, they are easy to understand on account of
the bright tints and sharp rendering of the human and animal
figures as well of the architectural structures. Accordingly here
we may walk around and have a quick notion of the various composi-
tions. But the appreciation of the paintings of Wat Sutat, Phratinang
Buddhaigawan, Wat Suwarnaram ete. requires that peculiar attention
proper to art-lovers, not the sight-geeing of tourists. ‘

The destruction of Ayuthia in 1767 ended all artistic activity
in that capital. In 1782 Somde¢ Phra Buddhayodfa started to
build Bangkok. Many Wats were erected during the first three
reigns of the present dynasty (1782-1850), and so the original paint-
ings executed in that period must be regarded as the best examples
of fully developed 'Thai painting. T say so for this reason: it is
obvious that the art of painting reached its zenith late in Ayuthia,
may be in the middle or at the end of the 18th century. Bangkok
was built a few yea"rs after the fall of Ayuthia and consequently
the characteristics of architecture and painting did not change.
Sculpture in the later period of Ayuthia had declined so much that
it could not ingpire any more the artigts of Bangkok,

Accordingly from the specimens in Banglkok we see the essential
characteristics of Thai painting which may be summarised ag follows:
A ... The large areas of the -walls of the Wats enriched with

painting are filled with a seemingly continuous composition
but in reality they are wvarious compositions of groups of
small figures illustrating different subjects. These groups
have as background either the dark tone of the luxuriant
tropical forest or have architectural features; in general,
architectural structures and human figures have light tints
standing out from the dark background,

B ... The gestures and actions of the painted figures correspond
exactly to the gestures and actiong of the miming Thai
classic theatre, Thus as in Thai music’ where different
feelings such ag joy, rage, love, sorrow, ete. are expressed
by specific tunes, go in Thai painting different feelings ave
expregsed by conventionalized expressive lines and gestures;
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C... DTiguves such as that of Prince Gautama, of the Bodhisat-
tavas, and royalty are rendered by very delicate  distinct
lines, the facial features always being expressionless. The
figures of the royal attendants are rendered realistically,
conveying the distinetiveness of their rank, but the face is

~always expressionless. The expressions and the designs of
the common people are very realistic and are artistically
rendered in a coarse way. The different artistic treatment
of the figures representing different social clagses is a
characteristic originating, perhaps, from the Indian paint-
ing a8 we imay notice in the beautiful Ajanta-frescoes
where the representation of common people contrasts shaip--
ly with the fine figures of the upper class,

D ... XNo violent posture, nor realistic vulgar expression i to be
found in old Thai painting when treating stories of the
Jataka, or other religions subjects. Algo the scenes repre-
genting tenge palhog are onveloped with such a suave
idealism that death too appears beautiful. Such a remark
may be applied algo to those compositions illustrating sub-
jeets from the Ramayana. Here the violence of the combat,
of the claghing armies of Rama and Ravana, or the single
combats between the leading characters of Valmiki’s epic
are rendered with such fine relationship of lines, spaces
and masses that each group is a perfect harmonious unity.

Lines are the most important factor in Thai painting, Tt is
line that expresses; the finenegs of the composition depends almost
exclusively on its lines; line gives a senge of serenity anda melodious
flowing character to the old painting.

COLOURS The linear space is filled with flat tints and so old
Thai painting is essentially two dimensional. The chromatic effect
ig enriched by gilding crowns, jewellery and some architectural
elements as in real life and real structureg. About the repregen-
tation of veal life, we have to remember that once the Thai had
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sliminated Chinese conventional influence they got direct ingpivation
from mnatuve, natural surroundings costumes, ceremonies, etc,
Accordingly these paintings represent a most valnable record of
Thai history.

With regard to colours, if we consider the word decoration in
the modern sense, that is to say as combinations of tints which give
a fine and pleasant chromatic effect, then Thai painting is essentially
decorative. It is well known that Tastern peoples have a special
taste and facility for arranging colours beantifully, but it ig also
true that some of these peoples abused vivid, jarring colours, espec-
cially when used over large spaces. In Thal painting we never
‘notice large areas colonred with vivid striking tints. Turther when
there ig some rather large space of red, this ig counterbalanced and
harmonized by gilded parts or by black or by other dark-toned
tints,

It was through the influence of Western art and the use of
imported chemical colours that Thal painting lost its purity and
harmony, It is for this reagon that, in referring to the paintings
around the galleries of Wat Phra Keo, I have. termed them a
degenerate production.

Many times we have Jamented the fact that mural paintings
are bound to disappear on account of the atmospheric conditions of
our country and to corroborate what I have heen saying I wish to
point out a remarkable instance. Six years ago the painters of the
Fine Arts Department prepared some faithful reproductiong in
colour of gome characteristic paintings to be exhibited in London,
Among there copies there was one of a group of musicians from
the Phratinang Buddhaisawan in Bangkok. On account of damp-
ness the plaster preparation of this rare painting rotted and
the paindings vanighed almost completely, TFor a long time I had
admired this wonderful expression, andin fantasy I thought I counld
hear the fine melody issuing from the musical instruments cleverly
touched by those divine girls. Such losses are not regrettable for
people in Thailand only, but for everyone who is touched by beauty.



TRADITIONAL THAI PAINTING 165

In hvhmxling the fine specimens of Thai paintings, we secm to
Hve wnong the obd Thad folls, sguatted under the shadow of the
towering evergresn vegetation and telling each other the cherighed
storivs of the Jutn}m, or with awe and in subdued voices, repeating
innumerable tixnvﬁ\tlm wonddrons  facts of the Lord Buddha's life.
If the painting relates to the Rumayany, onr imagination may see
again the exeiting gestures of the young people ligtening to the
wonderful exploits of Bama,

Indeed hoere the hrush has masterfully replaced the pen,
leaving the imagination of the beholder to ercate an individual,
legendary and mythicad world,

Thee stadonts of the old Thai paintings have g0 much to learn,
so mueh bt oadmive, so much 4o digeover, that their intellectual
faculties  will' be entivvly  caplivated and they will feel that
peculiar peaee of goul which art alone may give to human beings,







Detail of a mural painting at Wat Sutat ( Bangkok )
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Fig. 1 Engraving on stone decorating the ceiling of Wat Sri Jum at Sukhothai

(Late second half of the 13th century A.D.)
T'he Indian-like character of the drawing is very remarkable.



Fig. !

Design of a Buddha-image engraved on a bronze cast
in Sukhothai some decndes after the execulion of the
engraving illustrated in fig. 1. ‘

The undulating, rhythmical outline, the oval shaped
head and the gentle gesiure of the hands, peculiarities

of Thai art, are already fized in this remote artistic
erpression,



Tig. 3 “Ruan Kheo”. Umniversal Thai ornwmental nimbus around /e
imges of Buwldha. Mural-monochrome—painting in e inlerioy
of «w Phra Prang at Wat Muhathat in Ayuthin (e, 1400 A,D.)

T he bold, lively character of the Thai ornaments is very notice-
able in this specimen.
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Mural—monochrome— painting in the interior of @ Phra
Prang at Wat Rajaburana (ca. 1450 A.D.)

The in fluence of scul ptural images of the WLopburi and

U'thong schools is clearly noticeable both in composition and
style.
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e 50 "“Syomee Tutad', From a polichrome—~ painding in Wat
Buddheaisiovan ab dypthic, (ca. 1700 AD.)
The peintings of Wl Buddludsawan presend strong differ-
ences o f slyle and artistic quelilies. Some of these paintings,
tike the above, show in the Drealmend of trees and rocks
Chinese checraeteristios, while he drawing is very 'ifnfe«rz'o')';
suggeating thet the painter was not @ T had arlist,
It ds weorthy of nolice that lhe slyle of all the figures wt
Weat Buddhaiswan is no longer that of Uthong or Lopburi
but entively the style of Sulkhothad,



Fig, 6 Fine specimen of the mural paintings al Wal Buddhaisaicoan

in Ayuthia,

The sweeping, bold line of the drinving and the wonderful
vilality of the demon's expression contrast sharply with the
weak rendering of the figures of the previous dllustration and
show fully the essenlial character of Thai art.




Fig. 7

Particulars of a painting on a pillar ot Wat Sutal in
Bangkolk (beginning of the 19(h century A.D)
Thai mural decoration started as a linear expression and

remained such (510 modern times. Classic specimens such ws
the above show how the Thai artisls obtained the highest
c& pression by means of exlremely Jine and sensilive lines.




Tig, 8§ “Phe birth of Rahula”. From o nural painting at
Wat Swlal in Banglol:.  The artist has depicled Lhe
geene of the bivth of Siddhavtha’s son ilh Lhe simpli-
city of « primitive.  Imdeed the artist has presended Lhe
event according to real T hai life and costumes and has
told the story so truly and convincingly thal we too
seem lo participale in the rejoicing over the happy event.




Detail of a painting representing the cortege Accompa-
nying Queen Maya in her journey to Lumbini Park
where she gave birth lo Buddha. Miral painting at
Wat Swwarnaram in Thonburi (begining of the 19th
century 4.D.)

Here loo the artist has given us o real picture of
old Thai life. The waving, rhythmical outline of the
elephants renders per.fectly the sense of the movement of
the pachiderms walling on the undulating ground. In
looking at this fascinating painting one seems to hear
the merry voices of the maidens chatting and joking,
whsle the serpentine line of the coriége winds through the
luzuriant Thai forest.



Ifig. 10

Detail of mural painling representing the depariure of
Prince Vessantara at Wat Swwarnaram in T honburi,

The pathos of the sorrowful depariureof Prince Vessantara,
with his wife and children, from their royal parents is
rendered by the peculiar gesture of the hands and side—
inclination of the leads.

The complexily of feelings is masterfully yendered by the
contrasting masses of the composition as well as contrasting
colours,

Nole how the calm poslure of the sitting maidens gives dignity
to the composition and at the same lime em phasizes the intense
Sfeelings of the leading personages in the story.




