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    Head of a Buddha image, Sukhotai-style, 14th century. (Bangkok National Museum)

  


  
    


    THE

    CLASSICAL ARTS


    What is Thai Art?


    Down the centuries, Thailand has seen the emergence and extinction of a number of widely varying art styles. These have been brought unaltered from foreign lands, been developed by the indigenous populations or, in most instances, have resulted from a fusion of several modes, alien and native, to create one which is entirely new. Until the 13th century, art forms were heavily influenced by those of neighboring countries notably India, Sri Lanka, and Kampuchea. With the founding of Sukhothai in the mid-13th century, a style emerges which is uniquely Thai. To comprehend the vast body of art which comes under the heading of "Thailand," however, one must explore the various ingredients that went into the creative cauldron.


    With its rich land, abundant rainfall and ample sunshine, the country has always been an inviting place for settlement. From early times, its fertility has attracted a variety of foreign ethnic groups who blended with indigenous populations. Together they farmed the country's valleys and plains, using the resultant prosperity to fuel the creation of art.


    Some 4,000 years ago, Thailand's northeastern region was the home of a Bronze Age culture of advanced social organization and artistic attainments. By the 1st century A.D. Indian merchants were traversing Thailand's northern region and southern peninsula bringing new concepts which, more than those of any other culture, would profoundly shape the country's religion, literature, art, and politics.


    By the third century, Chinese annals were recording the existence of numerous autonomous kingdoms along the Gulf of Siam coastline. In the central Chao Phya River Valley, thriving towns were gaining recognition as centers of religion and learning. Pilgrims from India, and later Sri Lanka, brought Theravada Buddhism which supplanted the Hinduism and the Mahayana Buddhism professed by the majority of the country's peoples. Through the end of the first millennium, waves of Khmers, Indonesians and others made their contributions to the cultural mix.


    In the 13th century, the focus of activity shifted to the upper reaches of the Chao Phya Valley. At Chiang Mai there arose the Lanna kingdoms, which dominated the northern region between Burma and Laos. Just to the south, the first Thai nation was established at Sukhothai. It was once thought that the Thais migrated from China, but recent research has suggested that they had lived from early times along both sides of the border with China but until the 13th century were not powerful enough to assert their independence. With the waning of Khmer influence early in the 13th century, the Thai principalities formed a confederation which, though it would have several capitals, has functioned as a sovereign nation down to the present day. Strictly speaking, Thai history begins from this point.

    



    
      Major Kings of Thailand



      Sukhothai,
 Intradit (1238 - 1270?)

      Ramkamhaeng (1279 - 1299 or 1316)

      Lu Thai (1317 - 1347)

      Li Thai (Thammaraja) (1347- 1368)


      Lmma:
 Mengrai (?- 1311 or 1317)

      Tiloka (1442- 1488)



      Ayutthaya:
 Ramathibodi (U Thong) (1350 - 1369)

      Boromaraja I (1370- 1388)

      Ramesuan (1369 and 1388 - 1395)

      Boromaraja II (1424 - 1448)

      Boroma Traiiokanat (1448 - 1488)

      Ramathibodi II (1492 - 1529)

      Chakraphat (1549 - 1565)

      Naresuan (1590 - 1605)

      Prasat Thong (1630 - 1656)

      Narai (1657- 1688)

      Phra Pe traja (1688- 1703)

      Boromakot (1733 - 1758)



      Thon Buri

      Taksin (1767- 1782)


      Bangkok (Chakri dynasty)

      Rama I (Phra Phutta Yot Fa) (1782 - 1809)

      Rama II (1809- 1824)

      Rama III (1824-1851)

      Rama IV (Mongkut) (1851- 1868)

      Ram a V (Chulalongkorn) (1868 - 191 O)

      Rama VI (Vajiravudh) (1910- 1925)

      Prajadhipok (1925 - 1935)

      Ananda (1935 - 1946)

      Bhumibol (1946 -)

    


    The appellation "Thai" has created confusion and controversy among those trying to describe precisely the history and compass of the country because it denotes only one race among many, some of which had been established long before the Thais made their appearance. Until World War II, the country was known as "Siam". Some scholars feel the term more accurately describes the country as a geographical and political entity, and have clamored to have it reinstated. Popular usage, however, has decreed the retention of "Thailand" and "Thai" and it is these names which are used in this book.


    In 1350, Ayutthaya became Thailand's capital. For 400 years, Ayutthaya reigned supreme in the politics of the region, growing enormously rich on trade and embellishing its capital with monuments to reflect its pre-eminent position. In 1767, however, it was overrun and destroyed by Burmese armies. The remnants of the population moved downriver to Than Buri and, in 1782, to Bangkok where they established the capital that serves the kingdom today.


    Until the present century, Thailand was governed by an absolute monarchy. In 1932, following a revolution, it became a constitutional monarchy. For the past 700 years, 90% of its people have professed Theravada Buddhism as their religion. These two potent forces have been at the base of Thailand's art and culture, with kings providing the patronage, and the glorification of Buddhism being the principal theme addressed by its artists.


    The division of Thailand's art into periods or schools was undertaken in the 1920s, and the system devised has been followed with little modification since then.


    This is the system generally followed and by which pieces in Thailand's museums are identified:

    



    


    
      
        	Prehistoric

        	Up to the 1st century A.D.
      


      
        	Indianized (Hindu)

        	1st to 6th centuries A.D.
      


      
        	Dvaravati (Man)

        	6th to 11th centuries A.D.
      


      
        	Srivijaya

        	8th to 13th centuries A.D.
      


      
        	Lop Buri

        	10th to 14th centuries A.D.
      


      
        	Sukhothai

        	13th to 15th centuries AD.
      


      
        	Lanna (Chiengsaen)

        	13th to 16th centuries A.D.
      


      
        	Ayutthaya

        	1350 to 1767
      


      
        	Than Buri

        	1767 to 1782
      


      
        	Bangkok (Ratanakosin)

        	1782 to present
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    The interior of What Mabasamanaram, Petchaburi, built by King Rama IV. Among the offerings displayed in front of the Buddha image are the portraits of the Kings of the Chakri dynasty
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    Ayutthaya''. Wat Phra Ram, built in 1369 is an excellent example of the prang-centered wat developed by Khmer architects and adopted in Sukhothai and Ayutthaya The central prang is framed by smaller chedis at each of the four corners and an outer wall aligned according to the cardinal points. A vihan has been set to the east so its Buddha image will face the rising sun.


    This system has been contested, on the grounds that its divisions are somewhat arbitrary, that it clouds comprehension by assigning names to periods based on specific cities or kingdoms (about which there is often little concrete information) rather than broader geographical areas or schools, that it fails to cover adequately all the divergences from the set norm for a particular school, and that it does not allow for evidence discovered in the past half-century. In response, a phalanx of new art historians has formulated several new classification systems but has made slow progress in seeing them adopted.



    Architecture


    As with other branches of Thai art, Thailand's architecture is an amalgam of ideas borrowed from other sources, notably Indian, Sri Lankan and Kampuchean, but blended in the alembic of Thai architects' genius to evolve an architectural aesthetic and the language to express it. The elements they created were not employed according to decorative merit but had symbolic intent which Thai architects sought to interpret in the most beautiful ways possible. It is well to remember that nearly every component, decorative piece or painting in a Thai religious structure (which constitutes 95% of classical Thai architecture) is there to symbolize a particular aspect of Thai Theravada Buddhism.


    Many symbolic elements began their lives as Hindu concepts. Just as the Christians found it expedient to adopt pagan celebrations and symbols as their own, Buddhists modified many of the Hindu concepts of India (where Buddhism is regarded as an offshoot of Hinduism rather than as a separate religion) to fit their own needs. This is evident in town planning, in the layout of religious complexes and the juxtaposition of their various buildings and in the architectural elements of the buildings themselves. Despite the antecedents, what emerged by the 17th century was an architectural approach which was uniquely Thai and without parallel elsewhere.



    City Planning


    Sukhothai and Si Satchanalai, the earliest cities with enough buildings remaining to allow reconstruction of a town plan, were not planned cities in the manner of Angkor Wat or Angkor Thorn, but a number of Khmer concepts of building alignment and composition of individual components were employed in their construction. Angkor Wat and Angkor Thorn has been designed as embodiments in stone of the Hindu cosmology. At the center was a massive tower meant to represent Mount Meru, the city of Brahma and the home of the gods. Its upper portion was divided into seven major levels and subdivided into 33 lesser tiers to symbolize the 33 heavens. At the summit in the 33rd heaven sat lndra, who presided over the universe. By its very height, the central tower pierced the sky, becoming one with the heavens themselves.
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    Plan of Ayutthaya drawn by a i 7th century European artist. (Courtesy of White Lotus, Bangkok]
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    The prang of Prasat Hin Phimai, a late 11th, early nth century Khmer structure. Though the exterior is Hindu, the interior lintels suggest it was built as a Tantric Buddhist structure. Jayavarman VII converted it to Mahayana Buddhism and built a second sanctuary.


    In legend, the tower was surrounded by 13 concentric circles: seven oceans and six mountain ranges, the last dropping into the great primordial ocean. In Angkor, architects contented themselves with fewer than 13 rings but did not stint in creating grandeur on a scale worthy of heaven's giants: the outer wall of Angkor Thorn is 12 kilometers on a side.


    Beyond the wall was a huge moat meant to signify the primordial ocean in whose midst were four islands, one of which was inhabited by men. Thus, the temple served as a tangible link between the world of men and the world of the gods. The symbolism was carried one step further in the bridges that spanned the moat. The bridge piers were surmounted by representations of Indra recalling the myth of Indra's bow made of nagas, a Hindu euphemism for a rainbow, the cosmological causeway spanning the two worlds. In small temples, this motif was often represented by an arch over the entrance gate lintel in the shape of twin nagas, themselves water symbols and a link between heaven and earth. Passing the threshold of the outer gate one was, in effect, crossing a rainbow and entering heaven.


    Sukhothai's Theravada Buddhist architects adopted the Hindu concepts, altering key details to suit their own purposes. The central tower or prang became the 33 heavens through which man must evolve life by life to reach perfection. It also came to represent the spiritual epicenter of a city, the point from which all blessings flowed from the heavens to the city's inhabitants. In Sukhothai this purpose was served by Wat Mahathat and in Ayutthaya by a wat of the same name. By the Bangkok period, the concept of the prang-centered wat was no longer employed by architects.


    The Khmer mode particularly suited a water-based culture like that of the Thais. From the idea that a religious building must be surrounded by water in emulation of heavens contained by the primordial ocean, came the Sukhothai concept that a wat must be ringed by ponds. In city planning, water took on practical considerations. In a country dependent on rivers and canals for transportation and communication, it was only natural that cities would be surrounded by defensive moats. Thus both Ayutthaya and Bangkok were designed as islands protected by rivers and canals, at a stroke serving both symbolic and practical purposes.


    The cylindrical or pyramidal shapes of Mount Meru are found everywhere in Thai architecture. The prangs, stupas and chedis, the royal parasols, the crowns worn by kings, on the masks drama players wear, the upper portions of balustrades and posts, are all representations of a hierarchy of perfection. The technique of dividing structures into tiers could give religious buildings a very horizontal, squat look but this tendency is countered in several ways. One, evident on prangs, is the use of redented comers which score the structure with vertical lines but avoid giving it a grid-like look. The other mitigating factor is a Thai abhorrence for straight lines and true perpendiculars. The outline of a chedi doesn't climb in a steep unvarying line to the finial but describes a parabolic arc, giving the monument structural stability, grace, and a sense of height. Similarly, the columns of chapels taper as they rise and are set to tilt inwards. The walls, doors and window frames are constructed as trapezoids, broader at the bottom than at the top. Viewed from the end, the overlapping roofs of a chapel flow in a parabolic arc mimicking the chedi's lines. From the side, the roof line rises at either end rather than describing a straight line perfectly perpendicular to the ground. The overall effect is one of soft sinuosity which belies the basic blockiness dictated both by its primary shape -that of a triangle set on a rectangle - and its building materials which require construction of thick, heavy walls and columns.
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    The Phra Vihan Yot in Wat Phra Kaew was built by Rama III in the Chinese style, that was in great vogue during the period. Ceramic tiles decorate its tall pilasters and the mongkul that crowns it. Guarding it is a pair of tantimas.
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    A 19th century engraving of a meru for a deceased member of the royal family.
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    This bird's eye view of Bangkok's Wat Phra Kaew, rendered iv a naive way by a Thai muralist at the turn of the century, shows the ubosot where the famous Emerald Buddha is enshrined, surrounded by a phra rabieng (detail from the murals in Rama ordination pavilion in Wat Benjamabopit, Bangkok).


    The Hindu concepts that dictated alignment and placement of buildings within a large complex were applied by the Thais both to the complex itself and to individual buildings within it. In Ayutthaya, this included siting buildings according to the cardinal points of the compass and generally along an east-west axis. In the Ayutthayan period this meant establishing the prang as the principal monument, surrounding it with walls and secondary prangs but aligning additional buildings behind and before it along a line connecting the rising and setting sun. In the Bangkok period, the prang was replaced by the bot ubosot as the principal building. It, too, was located according to the cardinal points and the other buildings in the complex were set within the same grid, but instead of being placed directly in front or behind it, were to one side or the other.



    Building Design


    A Thai Buddhist religious complex is defined as a "Wat," a difficult word to translate directly into English. It can be used to mean a temple or a monastery but as neither English term in itself adequately describes it, the term "wat" is employed throughout this book when referring to a Thai Buddhist temple complex. It denotes a single entity comprising several buildings which lie within a single compound or in close proximity to it. The wat serves as a place of worship, of meeting, of education. The monks who inhabit it, or quarters nearby, are regarded as upholders and interpreters of the religion, as teachers of lay subjects (until this century, monks were responsible for all secular education), as arbiters in village disputes, as counselors and as medical practitioners of herbal remedies. Thus, the wat is the focal point of village and city life. The construction costs for a wat are borne by the local community or by a single patron. A wat is erected as an act of merit which will redound to the donor's credit in a future life allowing him or her to be reborn as a higher being. A wat can also be erected in memory of a great event, such as a victory in war.


    Thai architects of each period of history have been guided by a universal aesthetic peculiar to that period and modified by regional constraints, but never as an expression of individual genius. Architects, like artists, were employees or servants retained by royal houses or were monks attached to particular wats. They might be rewarded for jobs well done by being conferred with honors or elevated in rank, but in general they were anonymous.


    Architects and artists were also highly-prized items of war booty. After King Mengrai of Chiang Mai defeated the Mon king of Pegu in 1288, he returned to Chiang Mai with 500 carpenters and craftsmen who built Wat Kathom, named for the architect who designed it, a rare honor then or today.


    It is often possible to discern the motivation or importance of a wat by examining its name. A "Wat Luang" or "royal wat" is one constructed or restored by royal patronage and will often have the word "Rat", "Raja", or "Racha" in its name, such as "Ratburana" or "Rajapradit". Wats may be named for the rulers who built them, such as Wat Chamatewi in Lamphun, named for the Mon princess who decreed its erection in the 7th century, or like Ayutthaya's Wat Phra Ram, named for the founder of the city, King Ramathibodi.


    Wats are often named for important images they contain. The Vihan Phra Monkon Bopit in Ayutthaya, Wat Phra Singh in Chiang Mai, and Wat Phra Keo in Bangkok all house the famous Buddha images contained in their names. The word "Phra" is an honorific for a Buddha image and is often the key word identifying a wat containing one. In many cases, the chedi was the first structure built and other buildings were added later to make it a wat. The complete wat may then carry the name of the original chedi as at Wat Phra Chedi Si Samphet, the "Phra" in this case used as an honorific for the word "Chedi" which follows it. Those wats that contain an important relic of the Buddha are entitled "Maha" (Great) "That" (Relic) and are generally the principal wats in a town. There are nine major Wat Mahathats in Thailand, one each in Chiang Rai, Chai Nat, Sukhothai, Phitsanulok, Ayutthaya, Bangkok, Yasothon, Phetchaburi and Nakhon Si Thammarat.


    In many instances, tracing the lineage of a wat is difficult because of the practice of renaming a wat after it has been rebuilt. This is particularly true with the wats of Bangkok, many of which were originally Ayutthayan structures that were renovated by kings of the present dynasty. Thus, Wat Salek became Wat Mahathat, Wat Bodharam became Wat Chetupon (or as it is popularly known, Wat Po) and Wat Benjabopit (Five Princes) became Wat Benjamabopit (King of the Fifth reign i.e. King Rama V).


    The buildings and monuments enclosed within a wat wall are described at length further on but for purposes of comparison are enumerated here. The main building in a wat is the Bot (or Ubosot). It holds a Buddha image and serves as a congregation and ordination hall for monks only. There is only one bot in each wat. A Vihan holds the principal Buddha image and serves as the general sermon hall for monks and worshipers. A wat may have one, tione or more than one vihan but it is secondary in importance to the bot except in instances where a wat does not possess a bot. In structure, the vihan is virtually identical to the bot.


    A wat may also have a Prasad reserved for royal use, a Library, and a symbolic library set on stilts called a "Ho Trai". Its courtyard will contain one or more stupas, chedis or prangs containing ashes or relics. One note: Thai wats, especially in the later periods, were seldom planned as entire units, so there is a certain disjointed quality to them. In many cases, too many buildings are packed into too small a space and views are often obstructed. There is little of the grand concept of Angkor, where one's eye is led up to the summit and each element is related to the other. Doors which could frame spectacular views are often too low or are blocked by objects immediately beyond them. Thus, to appreciate. a wat's beauty one must look at its individual components rather than the overall impact.
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    Detail of a Khmer lintel providing details of Khmer architectural design. This lintel 57 cm. high by 69 cm. wide, was found at Wat Pranyat, Baan Narai province of Chanlhahuri and is now in the National Museum, Pracbin Buri
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    18th century wooden model of a viban. (Wat Matchimawat Museum, Songkhla)
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    Ceiling of the viban of Wat Mahaibat in Nakhon Si Thammarat, decorated with lotus blooms and stars, 18th century.


    The principal building materials have varied with the ages. Khmer and Lop Buri architects built in stone and laterite;. Sukhothai and Lanna builders constructed their monuments in laterite and brick Lacking a suitable durable building material and wanting one which would be portable, Ayutthaya and Bangkok architects opted for brick cemented by mortar and covered with one or more coats of stucco. Lack of engineering technology and a strong mortar compelled Ayutthayan architects to build their walls and columns very thick in order to counteract the lateral thrust of the very heavy roofs. Walls as much as 1.6 meters thick were not uncommon. As binding materials and construction techniques improved, the walls became thinner.


    The outer walls of bots and vihans are either whitewashed or are highly decorated. The concept of elaborate decoration stems not only from a Thai love for bright color but from a Hindu and Khmer credo that a temple is more than a repository for a Buddha image, it is the transposition to earth of a heavenly world. Porcelain mosaic pieces, patterned ceramic tiles (as at Wat Rajabopit), porcelain plates (Wat Arun), gold leaf, paint, faience (the vihans of Wat Arun and Wat Rajapradit), mirrored tiles (Wat Phra Kaew), marble (Wat Rajapradit and Wat Benjamabopit bots) and other materials have been employed to beautify architectural surfaces. They lend a glittering, fairy-like aspect to Thai wats which classical purists find abhorrent but which are a source of delight for most observers. Despite the seeming jumble of contrasting shapes and decorative patterns, there is to Thai wats a harmony and grace that transcends the over-exuberance displayed by its individual components.


    Thai architectural credo dictates that the bot and vihan should face water because Buddha is said to have sat under a Bodhi tree facing a river when he attained Enlightenment. If the site lacks a natural body of water, the monks may dig a pond. If no water whatever is available, the bot and vihan together with the images they contain should face the rising sun. The importance of water was carried still further during the Ayutthaya period by Mahayana Buddhist belief, which likened a religious building to a boat carrying Buddhist pilgrims to salvation. In the late Ayutthaya and early Bangkok periods this was represented by a curved line along the building's base corresponding to the deck line of a boat. Such structures are called "Thawng samphao" or "ship's hull" bots or vihans.


    No particular shape is described for a bot but it is usually a rectangle with a ratio of length to width of 2:1. It may also be cruciform as with the bot of Wat Benjamabopit in Bangkok The rectangular bot is made up of solid walls or of twin rows of columns bound together by walls and by two rows at either end perpendicular to them comprising the end walls. Parallel to and outside the walls may be a second row of columns which hold up the roof eaves. The columns, like the walls, may be whitewashed or covered in colored materials. They are surmounted by capitals in the shape of lotus buds or water lilies. In the Bangkok period, the water lily capital was used to the complete exclusion of the lotus bud. In many bots and vihans, especially those whose floors are raised above ground level, the columns will be tied together with a low balustrade. In large bots, there will be two or more rows of interior columns to support the roof and leave the central area unobstructed.
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    A pair of Dvampala (guardians) decorate the inner surfaces of the doors to the bot of Wat Yai Suwannaram. built in the late 17th-early 18th century in Phetchaburi Painted on wood, the deities are typical of these found in many Ayutthayan wats..
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    Different styles of window decoration.


    During the early Ayutthaya period, wat interiors were illuminated by the light passing through vertical slits in the walls, a somewhat unsatisfactory method which was partly a holdover from Khmer architectural tradition and in part stemmed from the inherent weakness of the walls which did not allow wide windows. In the Bangkok period, the slits were replaced by proper windows set below wide lintels which supported the upper portions of the brick walls. There are usually five, seven, or nine windows on a side in accordance with a Thai preference for odd numbers. The entrance doors are in the end wall facing the Buddha image; narrower doors may flank the entrance door. Each door is comprised of a pair of leaves set in a frame which rests directly on the threshold of the building.


    Window shutters and door leaves may be decorated in a variety of ways. They may be carved in relief and covered with gold leaf like those at Wat Phra Kaew. They may be carved and inset with mirrored tiles as those of Wat Rakang, be covered in mythical scenes rendered in mother-of-pearl such as the doors of Wat Chetupon's bot, or done in lacquer and gold as the windows of Wat Chetupon's vihan. During the late Sukhothai and early Ayutthayan periods, the principal subjects of the door leaves were a pair of deva, or angels with swords, who served as guardians of the wat. In the middle and late Ayutthayan period, they were either covered in intricate floral patterns or featured the earth with devas at the base from which vines sprang upwards and among whose tendrils animals and birds frolicked. In the middle Ayutthayan period, the Himaphan (Himalayan) forest with its wealth of animals was depicted below a sky with flying garudas. In the north the doors were set in elaborate frames flanked by the door guardians. These were crowned by equally elaborate pediments depicting peacocks with twin nagas on either side of the pediment, their tails intertwined over its top to form a triangular frame.


    The roof, covered in glazed clay tiles (or wooden shakes in the North), is generally made up of three overlapping sections, with the lower roofs set at gentle slopes, increasing to a topmost roof with a pitch of 60 degrees. Ayutthayan roofs were generally covered with brown glazed tiles framed by blue or green, while roofs of the present period are normally orange with yellow and blue or green borders. Some, like Wat Chetupon, may be cobalt blue with yellow and orange borders. Supporting the lower edges of the roofs are eave brackets usually in the form of a naga either with its head at the bottom of the bracket or, a later development, with the head at the top. In the North, the eave bracket is a triangular piece with the naga's head at the top and the tail curving back on the body to end at the wall; the lower portion of the bracket is a filigree of foliage. Along the eaves of many bot and vihan roofs is a row of small brass bells with clappers attached to thin brass pieces shaped like Bodhi tree leaves which the wind sets moving to produce a pleasant sound.
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    Various styles of column capital decoration with the water lily type at the top and the lotus bud capital below.


    The gables or pediments of bots and vihans are canvases for a rich variety of ornate decoration. The gables of Ayutthayan wats were highly-decorated with reliefs covered in paint, gilt or mirrored tiles, a treatment followed in the Bangkok period. Wats of the past two centuries usually depict Phra Narai (progenitor of the deity Rama with which the present dynasty identifies) mounted on a garuda and surrounded by attendant theps hovering amidst vines and foliage. Early in the 19th century there was a vogue to depict a thep riding on a heavenly chariot, and during the reign of King Rama III, Chinese pottery was formed into decorative flowers, those of Wat Chalerm Phra Kiat and Wat Raja Oros in Thon Buri being the best known.


    At both extremities of the roof peak is a curious figure known as a Chofa, which literally translates as "bunch of sky". The chofa is generally seen to represent a garuda which grasps two nagas in its claws and may have been an attempt to appeal to Vishnuite Hindus. In some instances, the chofa is the head of a naga. It is used atop bots, vihans and sala kanprien, none of these buildings being regarded as consecrated until the chofa has been fixed in place. It may also be found at the roof peak of palace buildings. Running along both bargeboards from the chofa to the roof eaves is a pair of nagas. Nagas also cap stairway railings as at Chiang Mai's Doi Suthep, may pass through wat buildings as at Wat Phumin in Nan, or serve as an entranceway from the road to a bot entrance such as those at Wat Phra That Chae Heng, also in Nan.


    The ceiling of a bot or a vihan may be plain or ornamented with lotus or star cluster motifs. In northern bots, one can see the exposed framework of beams, rafters and queen posts supporting the roof, an intricate system using short rather than long pieces of wood. The interior walls are covered floor to ceiling with paintings of the life or previous lives of the Buddha. At the end of the hall farthest from the entrance door is the Buddha image. If there is more than one image, the one in front, called the "presiding image", is generally more important. Around the image may be eight disciples in attitudes of worship. Up to the end of the Ayutthaya period, the ashes of dead kings were placed in chedis. After the late Ayutthayan period, the practice arose of placing the ashes in the Choranam, the space between the Buddha image and the back wall. Some of the ashes of King Rama IV (Mongkut), for example, were sealed into the choranam of Wat Rajapradit while some of King Rama V's ashes now rest in the choranam behind the replica of the Phra Buddha jinnarat image at Wat Benjamabopit.
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    Different styles of eave brackets which support the lower edges of the roofs.


    Surrounding a bot is a series of galleries known as the Phra Rabieng or cloister. Those of Wat Po, Wat Arun, Wat Benjamabopit and the vihan of Wat Suthat, all in Bangkok, hold rows of Buddha images. The Phra Rabieng of Wat Phra Kaew is decorated with painted scenes from the Thai literary classic, the Ramakien. These galleries are intended as quiet zones for meditation. They are colonnaded with one side open to face the bot. When there is no phra rabieng, the wat will be surrounded by a Kampaeng Keo or "jeweled wall". It is often entered through an elaborate gate such as those seen in Angkor Wat, notably those with the saddle roofs at Ban Serai representing Indra's bow. A good example of this type of gate is found at Wat Benjamabopit. Such a gate may also be crowned with a mongkut spire as at Wat Phra Kaew.


    The principal difference between a vihan and a bot is that the latter is surrounded by eight bai sema or boundary stones which define consecrated ground. These are placed at the four corners and at the axes of the four cardinal points. Eight luk nimit or stone spheres and, often, gold and jewelry, are placed in holes dug at these points and covered with earth. A ninth luk nimit will be buried at the place the main Buddha image is to be sited. Over the eight luk nimit are erected boundary stones (bai sema) shaped like leaves and carved in intricate reliefs. The subjects of the reliefs may be intertwined nagas, pictures of the gods Vishnu, Siva or, with older bai sema, the faces of Brahma or Indra. In the Bangkok period, the bai sema may appear as pairs of thin slabs placed back to back with a narrow space separating them. The bai sema denote where all earthly power ends; not even a king may issue orders within their bounds.


    It is not essential for a wat to have a vihan, and the rules attending its design and orientation are not as strict as for a bot. For example, it may have an even number of windows and may face any direction. The vihan also has a number of variations. Four Vihan Thits placed at right angles to the vihan or bot at the four cardinal points may take the place of gateways as is the case at Wat Chetupon and Wat Arun. Four Vihan Khots, L-shaped rooms, may be set at the corners of the courtyard wall as at Wat Saket and again at Wat Chetupon.


    Wats may have a Sala Kanprien, a building which looks like a bot but lacks walls between its columns and may have a small open hall or sala at one end or located nearby. Here, the monks say prayers between noon and 1 p.m. for pious Buddhists to hear. A wat courtyard may also contain a Sala, an open-walled structure with a decorated roof where monks take their midday meals which have been brought to them by worshipers. The sala may serve as an overnight shelter for travelers. The Prasad, a cruciform building with a prang or mongkut at the meeting point of its four roof peaks, is normally reserved solely for use by royalty. A wat may have a Library resembling a vihan or a separate Ho Trai, a building set on stilts and very elaborately decorated as befits a structure holding holy scriptures. The same courtyard may contain a number of bell towers, slender structures containing one bell or several bells like that at Thon Buri's Wat Rakang. The bells toll the hours or warn in times of emergency. The tower will often be ornately decorated like that at Wat Chetupon.
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    A bai sema, the boundary stone that defines the consecrated ground, at Ayutthaya's 18th century Wat Suwandararam.
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    A sketch of a bai sema.
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    The bot of Wat Na Phramane is a stellar example of later Ayutthayan wat architecture.
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    Wat Phra Kaew from the west with the chedi (front), library and Prasat Phra Thepidon. The trio represents the principal styles of Thai architecture:, the bell-shaped chedi, the multi-tiered mondop and its predecessor the prang, used here to crown a roof.


    A Mondop is a square building which serves as a reliquary container or a library. It may have plain walls or be girt by columns. The roof can be cruciform as at Wat Mahathat or be square and stepped like the mondop at Wat Phra Kaew, a variation of the circular mongkut.


    One of the oldest and most important monumental structures is the Prang. It arrived in Thailand from India via Angkor Wat and first found favor in Khmer temples of the Northeast. As a Khmer structure such as those at the Bayon, its upper portion was decorated with four faces of Brahma facing the four cardinal directions. Adopted by the Buddhists, it was altered to contain niches for images as can be seen at Wat Arun, Wat Po and Wat Phra Kaew. It originally held relics of Buddha but in later times was used to hold the ashes and relics of kings, holy men, and important personages.


    Some see the prang as a closed lotus bud, others, as a modified form of Siva's lingam. In whatever form, it is a powerful symbol of potency which was appreciated by Ayutthayan builders who made it the centerpiece of their wats. The prang resembles an ear of corn or a cucumber stood on end and pointing at the sky. Like the Hindu prang, the Buddhist prang has six tiers on its upper portion, the seventh, the topmost, being a depiction of Nibhan or Nirvana, the most exalted heaven. The entire structure is crowned by a "nophasun" equivalent to the Hindu vajra or thunderbolt. Around the base of the lowest tier is a ring of demon guardians who protect the deities from the inhabitants of earth and hell. Those of Wat Arun are good examples of this type of decoration. Prangs were also used to crown royal buildings such as the royal pantheon. Here, their presence symbolizes that the building is the abode of living deities, a belief which stems from the deva-raja (god-king) concept adopted during the Ayutthayan period.


    The chedi, one of the most beautiful of all Thai architectural forms, was also derived from India via Sri Lanka. It originally held relics of Buddha and later his scriptures. By the Ayutthayan period it had come to mark the site of the cremation of a well-known king or the abbot of a wat. Today, anyone with sufficient money can build one as a receptacle for his or her ashes. Stouter versions of the chedi were originally called stupas but today the terms are used interchangeably with "chedi" given almost exclusive preference over "stupa" in Thai terminology.


    At one time, chedis were placed in the forest far from habitation. Much later, they were incorporated into wat compounds as key architectural elements. The base of the chedi is composed of three platforms representing the three worlds: hell, earth and heaven. The top spire has up to 33 rings representing the 33 Buddhist heavens. While Sukhothai architects adopted the Sri Lankan bell-shaped chedi virtually unchanged, Ayutthayan architects modified it to its square form, redenting the corners and enhancing its natural grace. The best Ayutthayan chedis are at Wat Phu Khao Thong and Wat Phra Si Suriyothai.
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    Three forms of chedi in Ayutthayan style.
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    This Sukhothai period Buddha Sassada was originally placed in Wat Phra Si Ratana Mabathat, and is now in the vihan of Si Sassada in Bangkok's Wat Bovornivet.


    The Mongkut is the chedi equivalent of the prang which caps the roof of a building. The mongkut is a delicate structure of seven circular tiers which correspond to the six major levels of heaven with the spire forming the seventh level. It is also used to denote royal buildings and has an exact counterpart in the crown worn by Rama IV and subsequent kings.


    The living quarters for monks are plain by contrast to the ornate buildings within the wat compound. The monks dwell outside the walls either in dormitories or in individual meditation cells or Kutis raised off the ground on stilts. In the past, the quarters were usually placed to the south of the wat or on the right side if the wat faced water. This orientation came from a belief that if the monks slept directly in front of the Buddha image, they would die young. If they slept at its left side, they would be violently ill; if behind, there would be discord in the monk community. Today, these strictures regarding monks' quarters placement are no longer heeded.


    A royal structure which has no religious significance but which incorporates all the elements of wat architecture is the Meru, named after Mount Meru. Merus were constructed as towers in which dead kings and senior members of the royal family were cremated. Though not incinerated like Balinese cremation towers, they were elaborate structures often requiring months of construction time only to be disassembled once the cremation rites had taken place. The tallest recorded meru was built in Ayutthaya to a height of 102.75 meters and took 11 months to complete. In 1824, a meru was erected for the cremation of King Rama II. It stood 80 meters tall and was surrounded by eight 40 meter tall towers known as Meru Thits. Building it required 896 large teak tree trunks, 5,500 other logs, 2,800 sheets of bamboo slats, and 400,000 bamboo poles. Because of their great expense, the last great meru was built in 1869 for King Rama IV's cremation.



    Sculpture


    When one speaks of Thai art he is generally referring to sculpture and to its principal manifestation, the creation of images of Buddha, and to a lesser extent, of Hindu deities.


    The creation of an image of a deity suggests idolatry to a Western observer but the devout Buddhist has no such qualms, recognizing in the image not a man, but a reminder of a set of precepts by which one can chart the course of his life and of his individual actions. Buddhist tradition relates that as the Buddha was dying, there was great consternation among his disciples who were apprehensive about carrying on without their teacher. One in particular, Ananda, asked how the disciples might recall the memory of their leader. Buddha replied that it was not he they should remember but his doctrine. Pressed further, he replied that they might heap up a mound of earth and place a relic of his body after cremation- a hair, a tooth, ashes - in it as a reminder. The mound of earth eventually evolved into a stupa, becoming higher and narrower as the years passed.
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    This superbly-carved five-headed stone naga is one of a pair guarding the entrance to the main sanctuary of Prasat Pbanom Rung.
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    A sketch of a naga, that decorates the edge of the roof.


    Later adherents, however, were not satisfied. They required a more concrete reminder, one to which worshipers of Hindu images and spirits in trees and stones could relate. From their need came the Buddha image as we know it.


    The image is regarded as a personification of a philosophical abstract. Buddha is seen not as a man but as the Doctrine in human form. On viewing the image, one perceives the principles of behavior which its progenitor embodied and preached. The earliest images, created in India, date from approximately 2,000 years ago and were important in spreading the Doctrine and winning converts.


    To the artist and his patron, the image is never a mere work of art but a sacred object to be revered. The donor gains merit for his act but does not put his name on the image nor is he identified in any way with it. Similarly, no works are signed by the artist. The image must be blessed by Buddhist priests when it is made and again when moved or placed in a new setting. In the past, heavy punishment was exacted for damaging an image. If it were accidentally damaged beyond repair, it continued to be considered worthy of respect and was placed in the base of a new chedi. When an enormous Buddha image from Ayutthaya's Wat Si Sanphet was destroyed by the Burmese in 1767, King Rama I incorporated its fragments into a famous chedi at Bangkok's Wat Chetupon (Wat Po).


    The question arises: How did the sculptor know which physical features to give to the image? Legend says that the only statue of Buddha created during his lifetime was made when he went to preach to his mother in Tavatimsa Heaven. The King of Kosala, missing his teacher, caused his sculptors to carve an image out of sandalwood, relying on their memories to recreate his features. When Buddha returned, the image is said to have arisen and moved toward him to pay him honor. Buddha, however, held up his hand, commanding the image to remain where and as it was in order to serve as a model for future devotees and sculptors.


    A more likely explanation is that sculptors relied on ancient texts which outlined the lakshanas or characteristics by which sages would be able to recognize future Buddhas. One set of these comprised cliches from Sanskrit poetry used to describe deities and heroes. These highly evocative descriptions included legs like a deer's, thighs like the trunk of a banana tree, arms smooth and rounded like the trunk of an elephant, hands like lotus flowers just beginning to bloom with the fingertips turned back like petals, a head shaped like an egg, a chin like a mango stone, a nose like a parrot's beak, eyebrows like drawn bows and hair like the stings of scorpions.


    The more commonly used source, however, was a series of 32 lakshanas from Pali religious texts. They included feet with 108 auspicious signs (which served as the model for numerous Buddha Footprints, recalling an incident in his life when sages examined the feet of an ascetic sleeping in the forest and discovered them to have all 108 signs indicating he was a Boddhisatta or Buddha-to-be), wedged-shaped heels, long fingers and toes of equal length, legs like an antelope, arms long enough that he could touch either knee without bending, skin so smooth that dust would not adhere to it, body thick like a banyan tree, long eyelashes like those of a cow, 40 teeth, a hairy white mole between his eyebrows (urna), a protuberance (ushnisha) on the top of his head (either a turban, a topknot or a bump on his skull), and deep blue eyes. To these, sculptors added ear lobes elongated by heavy earrings worn in his youth, a reference to his royal upbringing and a flame atop the ushnisha to signify the fiery energy of his intellect.
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    The phra rabieng is the cloister that normally surrounds a wat courtyard and contains rows of Buddha images. At Wat Arun, Buddha images 15 meters tall, created in the reign of Rama II, display the bhuinisparsa mudra.
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    Sketch of the dhuninachakra mudra.


    Different ages and schools in various lands have chosen to interpret these characteristics in different ways, but within each school, each artist adhered to his school's interpretation without injecting his own personality into it. In early Indian bas reliefs, Buddha was depicted in symbolic terms, such as a tree, a serpent, a pair of footprints or a stupa. Later sculptors began depicting him as a personage, a composite of the various lakshanas. In Thai art, it reached its height of literal interpretation with Sukhothai sculptors portraying him with fingers and toes of equal length and with exaggeratedly long arms. Sculptors in the periods following Sukhothai returned to a more realistic depiction.


    A Buddha image can be found in any size ranging from a few centimeters to massive, like the 45 meter long reclining Buddha at Bangkok's Wat Chetupon. Tradition decrees four positions for the Buddha image: Seated (the Maravijaya or Victory over Mara, being the most common), Standing, Walking (rare, generally confined to the Sukhothai period and in one or two instances to the Ayutthaya period), and Reclining (as the Buddha was at his death). Seated images are depicted with their feet in the Vajrasena or "adamantine" position with both soles pointing upwards, the Virasana or "hero" pose with one leg atop the sole of the other foot, or seated in the so-called "European fashion" on a throne with his feet placed firmly on the ground. Only three periods, the Dvaravati, Srivijaya and Ayutthaya, have produced the latter style and only in a few instances. The Buddha wears a robe (in reality a long piece of cloth worn like a sari) which covers either the left only or both shoulders. This mode as well as the form and length of the robe end which falls over his left shoulder and down his chest often provides the key to identifying the school of its creation.


    Buddhist iconography calls for Buddha's hands to be placed in gestures representing various events in his lifetime. These gestures or mudras are of Indian origin, but sometime during the reign of King Rama III (1824-1851) a list of 40 of the most common were prepared. The six most often seen are the Vitarka Mudra (Argumentation or Preaching), Varada Mudra (Bestowing Charity), Bhumisparsa Mudra (Calling the Earth to Witness), Dhammachakra Mudra (Setting in Motion the Wheel of the Law or the Buddhist Doctrine), Dhyani or Samadhi Mudra (Meditation), and the Abhaya Mudra (Calming or Dispelling Fear).


    The Buddha either sits flush with the ground or on a base which may be in the shape of a lotus (Chiengsaen, U Thong and Ayutthaya periods). The base may also be decorated with the signs of the zodiac or with a single zodiac sign indicating the year in which the image was cast (Bangkok period). Alternatively, it may be decorated with numerous three-dimensional figures such as Mara's demons in the late Ayutthayan statue of Buddha in meditation or ghoulish figures from hell as in the depiction of the monk Phra Malai in the Bangkok-period "Phra Malai Visits Hell". Buddhas seated in the "European fashion" generally discourse from a throne.
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    A meditating Buddha displaying the samadhi mudra, this 21 cm. tall statue was found in Sathing Phra district, Songkla, and dates from the late 6th century.
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    Sketch of the bhumisparsa mudra.


    Some images were painted, though those which have survived from earlier ages bear no traces of pigment other than a few smudges of color. Images were often decorated with jewelry or were clothed. In the present day, the Emerald Buddha, the realm's most sacred image, wears a different set of clothes for each season. In a holy ceremony at Wat Phra Kaew presided over by the King, the image's clothes are changed at the beginning of the hot, the rainy and the cold seasons. Buddha images are said to have personalities and/ or voices. Tradition relates that the Emerald Buddha caused the elephant carrying it to veer away from the town to which it was headed because it did not want to reside there. An old legend says that the Emerald Buddha and the Phra Bang, now in Luang Prabang, Laos, cannot be placed in the same town because of antipathy between them. Non-observance of this prohibition is said to lead to disaster for the town. The Buddha image in Sukhothai's Wat Si Chum is said to have spoken on several occasions, though it is more likely the voice was that of a man hidden in the stairway concealed in the wall behind the image. The crystal Phra Sak Tang Khamani carved in late Chiengsaen style is said to bring rain and is carried in a procession in Chiang Mai each April 1. The Phra Buddha Jinnarat in Phitsanulok was said to have wept tears of blood when the town was captured by Ayutthaya early in the 14th century. Similarly, the Phra Chao Phananchoeng image in the wat of the same name in Ayutthaya is reported to have cried watery tears when the city was overrun and sacked by the Burmese in 1767.


    Not only do images have personalities, they have names such as the Phra Kaew Morakot (Emerald Buddha), the Phra Buddha Sihing, and the Phra Mongkol Bopit. Moreover, wats are often named for the image which rests in their principal bot or vihan.


    Studying the various schools of Thai sculpture is often difficult because art historians are unable to come to an agreement on how each school or period is to be defined. Various classification systems have been introduced but despite their merits each has a deficiency. Where one satisfies by establishing a chronology, it ignores geographical differences. Another attempts to differentiate by region or school but is unable to encompass the various influences which were at work at a given moment or to accommodate the combinations of styles tempered by local aesthetics. It may also fail to account for the possibility that artisans imported from a different country were laboring in a school, while in the next valley a different group from another locality was at work. In the end, one can only establish general descriptions and allow expandable limits to encompass those sculptures which do not fit neatly into the category. The sketches on these pages are intended for comparisons so one may distinguish the chief features of each period.
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    Standing gilt red sandstone Buddha displaying the ahhaya mudra. Found at Wat Phra Mahathat in Chaiya, it stands 185 meters tall and dates from the 13th-15th centuries. (Wat Phra Boromathat Museum, Chaiya)


    Thai sculptors produced a number of Adorned Buddhas or images wearing jewelry and crowns. Popular since the 15th century, these images have caused iconographists a number of problems since they seem a contradiction to the contention that the Buddha was an ascetic who had forsworn all accouterments and material possessions. This stylistic aberration has been explained as symbolizing the power of his doctrine and his victory over Mara or is seen as a reference to his royal upbringing. Alternatively, it could be an oblique reference to the choice put to him before his birth of becoming the Buddha or becoming a Chakravartin, a Universal Monarch, another avenue by which he could have brought peace to mankind. The adorning may also refer to an incident in the Life of Buddha when he was confronted by the proud Emperor Jambupati. To convince the monarch of the emptiness of earthly power, Buddha clothed himself in the raiment of a king and, after impressing Jambupati with his magnificence, calmly told him such displays meant nothing. Jambupati was convinced and converted to Buddhism. No single all-encompassing explanation has yet been devised, however. These adorned Buddhas are recognized by their ushnishas and by the lakshanas they display and the mudras they perform.


    The Adorned Buddhas are not to be confused with another category of images: the Boddhisatvas and Boddhisattas. In Mahayana Buddhism, a Boddhisatva is an emanation of the five Dhyani Buddhas - four of the cardinal points and one of the zenith - identified in the Mahayanan sutras. Of these emanations, the Avalokitesvara, related to the Amithaba Buddha of the west, was the most popular among sculptors of the Srivijaya and late Lop Buri periods. The Boddhisatva Avalokitesvara may be portrayed with four arms (the usual number) or as many as 11 heads and 22 arms. He has a heavily ornamented body, and may have an antelope skin flung over his left shoulder or a tiger skin tied at his waist. The key identifying mark is his hair which is tied in a chignon Oatamukuta) and decorated with an image of Amithaba meaning "infinite light", a reference to his transcendental nature. Alternatively, he may be portrayed as an ascetic. Another popular Boddhisatva was the Maitreya, the future Buddha who will be born in 2,400 years.


    Theravada Buddhism, the school that Thailand ultimately adopted, recognizes the Boddhisattas, the Buddhas-to-be identified in the Chadok Tales. These are more difficult to distinguish because they lack precise identifying marks; but, then, Thai sculptors produced very few of them. The most noted was a series of 500 Boddhisattas sculpted in the 15th century.


    Two other popular subjects were the Dhammachakra or Wheel of the Law and the Buddhapada or Buddha's Footprint. The Wheel of the Law is a device meant to represent Buddha's Doctrine and is the object referred to in the mudra for "Setting the Wheel of Law in Motion". It was first devised in India during the reign of the 3rd century B.C. Buddhist ruler Asoka. As a subject for sculpture, it was popular in Thailand only among Mon artists. The Buddha's Footprint was popular because Buddhist lore suggests that during his lifetime, the Buddha flew to Thailand and implanted his foot on a mountaintop leaving behind the 108 auspicious signs in the whorls and lines of its imprint. Buddha Footprints were especially popular among the sculptors of Ayutthaya but enjoyed limited popularity in the Bangkok period, notably the mother-of-pearl footprints of Wat Chetupon's Reclining Buddha and Saraburi's Bangkok period Wat Phra Buddha Bhat, built solely to encase a footprint said to have been discovered in the jungle by a hunter.
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    A 13th century late Lop Buri standing Buddha displays the vitarka mudra. Fifty centimeters tall, the bronze image was found in the crypt of Ayutthaya's Wat Ratburana. (Chao Sam Phraya National Museum, Ayutthaya)


    Until the 16th century and to a limited extent into the 19th century, Thai sculptors produced numerous images of the trinity of Hindu deities. Though images of Brahma the Creator are rare, there are dozens of statues of Vishnu the Preserver and of Siva the Destroyer. Vishnu was especially popular because his avatar, Rama, was the hero of the literary classic, the Ramakien. Several rulers of Sukhothai (Ramkamhaeng) and Ayutthaya (Ramathibodi and Ramesuan) incorporated his name into their own and the kings of the present dynasty have all adopted his name (Rama I, II, III...) Another avatar of Vishnu, Narayana (Phra Narai in Thai) has enjoyed great popularity in Thailand and in the Bangkok period has been portrayed riding Vishnu's vehicle, the garuda, in the pediments of its major wats. In statues carved in-the-round, Vishnu is portrayed with a smooth, unadorned body and standing with his four arms outstretched. Prior to the 8th century AD., Vishnus wore cylindrical miters or hats; those after that date wore crowns.


    Statues of Siva are somewhat rarer. The Hindu deity was portrayed in the standing position with a smooth unadorned body bearing several pairs of arms but wearing a tall chignon with an ornament instead of a miter like Vishnu. Both images were produced by the schools of art prior to the 12th century and generally stand in the triple flexion stance. Siva's face is also carved on Srivijayan and pre-Angkorian linga, also referred to as a Mukhalinga. Other subjects include the Rusis, the Brahman hermits whom Buddha converted in large numbers, and mythical animals.


    Sculptors have also produced intaglios and engraved seals as well as votive tablets (Phra pim). The creation of votive tablets stems from a belief that Buddhism and all evidence of its existence would disappear after the arrival of the Maitreya, 2,400 years from now. It was felt that the life of the religion could be extended by creating votive tablets which would survive long after the wats, images, sculptures, scriptures and other physical evidence had disappeared. By depicting the Buddha and including a few cryptic inscriptions, future generations would know that a great man and his doctrine had existed and would be prompted to explore further.
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    The seated Buddha in the 14th century Wat Phra Si Ratana Mahathat in Chalieng, is typical of many of the huge brick and stucco images produced in situ to occupy Sukhothai wais.
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    This stone Vishnu, 128 cm tall, was found at Ayutthaya, though of unknown origin, it bears close resemblance to the Vishnu statues found in the South, dating from 6th century. It is supported by a stone plate backing it and holds a club in its lower left hand, a globe of the earth on a stand in the lower right, a chakra in the upper right hand and a conch shell in the upper left. (Bangkok National Museum)
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    A bronze Vishnu, 2.67 m. tall, cast in Sukhothai in the 14th century. (Bangkok National Museum)


    Theravada votive tablets were generally made of metal, terracotta or clay. Mahayana votive tablets were made of clay which was often mixed with the ashes of dead holy persons. The latter were dried in the sun rather than baked in the belief that having been created by fire, human ashes should not be burned a second time. The clay tablets were produced from metal or stone molds intricately crafted by artisans for use by ordinary people to make their own votive tablets. These would then be buried beneath chedis.


    Thai artists have also created amulets which Buddhist devotees wear around their necks in veneration of a particular monk or of the Buddha himself. These have certain cabalistic significance not in strict keeping with Buddhist tenets. They are said to ward off sickness, evil spirits and even knife or bullet wounds.


    Thai sculptors have created images in stone, wood, gold, silver, ivory, gemstones, stucco, terracotta and ceramics but by far the most popular material has been bronze, with Thai artists producing more bronze images than sculptors of any other Southeast Asian country. Since ancient times, the technique used to cast images has been the "lost wax" process. Solid bronze pieces were created but it was more common to cast hollow core images. For the latter, a core of clay and sand was shaped to the rough contours of the finished piece. A mixture of beeswax and shellac was applied to the desired thickness of the completed image, a skin which could vary from several millimeters to several centimeters depending on the size of the image. Into this malleable surface was etched the features of the face and the ornamentation. The wax was then brushed with a solution of cow dung and mud to ensure every crevice was filled. Finally, it was covered with a thick layer of clay. On larger pieces, vents would be molded in the clay cover to allow the escape of air and melted wax and the entry of bronze.


    The entire piece was then placed in a kiln where it was baked for several hours. The heated wax melted and ran out the vents, often into collection cups for later re-use. When cooled, the clay mold was filled with molten bronze which occupied the areas vacated by the melted wax. When the bronze had hardened, the mold was broken away and discarded. Large pieces were usually cast in segments and assembled. The largest known is the 14th century, eight-meter-tall seated Phra Sri Sakyamuni Buddha image created in Sukhothai and moved from that city's Wat Mahathat to Bangkok's Wat Suthat by King Rama I.


    Many early bronze Buddhas were covered in gold leaf. In the Lop Buri period, the image's eyes were fashioned of metal while in the Lanna and Bangkok periods, colored gemstones or enamel were used for the eyes.


    Good stone is scarce in Thailand but there are several pieces, notably of Hindu figures, which testify to the skill of the Thai sculptors in carving the material into statues of great beauty. The limestone found in Thailand is of a schistic variety which cracks easily and required sculptors to modify their normal styles to accommodate its weaknesses. In those rare instances when carvers were bold enough to venture beyond the safer closed figures they created images with outstretched arms, only to have them break and fall off at a later date. Limestone was more workable but was available in insufficient quantity to allow wide use. It was employed by sculptors of the Dvaravati period to create the Wheels of the Law. The same sculptors also experimented with the very hard quartzite, creating a number of intriguing monumental images of the Buddha.
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    One of the many gold images found in the Wat Ratburana crypt in Ayutthaya. The 18 cm. U Thong B image sits in the Maravijaya position and displays the bhumisparsa mudra. (Chao Sam Phraya National Museum, Ayutthaya)
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    The interior of Wat Hua Kuang, Lampang. The large image is in brick and stucco, while the small one is a Chiang Saen bronze dating from the early Lamia period.
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    Terracotta praying figures approximately jo cm. tall from Sukhothai. (Bangkok National Museum)


    [image: ]


    BroBronze votive tablet of a walking Buddha,3 Jcm. tall and dating from the 14th-i5th centuries. (Bangkok National Museum)


    Sculptors also carved in wood, but despite the durability of teak few statues have survived weathering and attacks by insects. Two superb examples of standing images can be found just in front of the Phra Buddha Sihing image in Bangkok's Buddhaisawan Chapel.


    Stucco was employed for sculpture and for wat decoration. The material used differed slightly from European stucco in that it was composed of lime and sand and often blended with rice husks. The wet substance was either shaped by hand or pressed into molds. Sukhothai sculptors expanded its usefulness by applying it in layers thereby allowing the creation of large pieces. The material was usually shaped over a framework of bamboo, wood or, in some cases, thin tin rods which formed an armature. Large free-standing images were generally made of brick or laterite and covered with stucco. The finished images were nearly always painted but the colors on the surviving examples have faded to the point that they give little indication of how the images or decorations originally looked. The skin areas of many stucco Buddha images were covered in gold leaf and Mon sculptors introduced the innovation of inlaying the stucco with colored stones, bits of ceramic or mother-of-pearl.


    Terracotta has been used in Thailand since Neolithic times mainly for figures and in a few instances for architectural decoration. Like stucco it was shaped by hand or in a mold. The molds themselves are marvels of craftsmanship, painstakingly created so that the finished pieces are of supreme beauty. Terracotta is a difficult material to work, but Thai sculptors achieved high skill in shaping it to a variety of purposes. Big pieces presented special challenges because they were difficult to fire. For that reason, the hollow core was generally adopted and in many instances, the image was fired in sections and assembled later. By this method the sculptors were able to produce statues as tall as 1.3 meters. The terracotta was also used to make votive tablets of fine detail and compelling beauty.


    Ceramics have occupied a major place in Thai sculpture especially during the Sukhothai period when numerous decorative figures were crafted. Those of Wat Mangkon provide good examples of the art; some were 1.5 meters tall and fired in one piece and coated in gray or off-white glazes. Ceramic plates formed the basis of a thriving export industry in Sukhothai and Si Satchanalai.
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    A Lop Buri votive tablet mould with its plaster impression dating from the I2tb-13th centuries. This mould is of the type known as a Trailokayarijaya mandala. (Bangkok National Museum)
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    A scene from the murals at Wat Ko Keo Suttbaram is typical of Ayutthayan painting in its use of a cream-colored background and its extreme spaciousness in contrast to the compactness of Bangkok period paintings Depicted here are the various levels of Mount Meru and a paradise with floating theps and animals.


    Painting


    Painting ranks as one of Thailand's greatest cultural achievements. Though confined to a rather narrow range of subjects and treatments, the genre was explored to the fullest. What emerged was aesthetically pleasing, revealing of the culture and its literature, and displaying a vivid imagination, even wit, in its portrayal of the entire spectrum of Thai society.


    Like sculpture, classical painting was concerned with religion and morality. It was meant to be decorative, instructional and, in itself, to serve as an act of devotion by the artist who gained merit by his creation and by the observers who were guided by the moral precepts it illustrated. Its predominant medium was the murals that cover the interior walls of bots and vihans. Paint was also applied to wood, principally to portray the wat guardians on the fronts andjor backs of door leaves, the figures on window shutters and, to a lesser extent, the scenes on the side and back surfaces of manuscript cabinets not covered by black lacquer and gold leaf art. Cloth banners, few examples of which have survived, were hung on wat walls as supreme examples of artistry, usually depicting Buddha descending from Tavatimsa Heaven or standing flanked by two of his disciples.


    Painting was also combined with ornate calligraphy in religious manuscripts which, like the illuminated manuscripts of medieval Europe were considered both sacred text and works of art. The final category, lacquer and gold applique, is often classified as painting, but as a different technique is employed, it and the illustrated manuscripts are treated in the Minor Arts chapter.


    Painting has undoubtedly been pursued as long as architecture and sculpture but unlike them has lacked durability. Its principal enemies have been fire, water, and the technique employed in its creation. The priming method has been adequate but the tempera paint, applied to a dry rather than wet surface as in fresco painting, has failed to adhere to the wall. The humid air, rising damp and rainwater seeping through leaky roofs has worked between primer and paint and within a few decades caused the paint to wash off or to crack, flake and fall off. Art historians know of paintings in Mon structures from later inscriptions relating to them and of Sukhothai paintings from stone slabs etched with portrait outlines, but only the paintings of the Ayutthaya and Bangkok periods have survived to the present day and there are few of those indeed.


    The painting process began with the preparation of the wall. As the bricks of the wall and the stucco covering them were made of soils containing salts which would alter the hues of the pigments, the wall had to be brushed several times with a special neutralizing solution made by boiling the leaves of the cassia tree. The stucco surface was then smoothed by applying several coats of limewash mixed with fine sand and plant saps. Finally, the artist brushed on several coats of a primer made of white chalk blended with boiled and crushed tamarind seeds which acted as a binder. Each coat had to dry completely before the next one could be applied, a time-consuming process which might take several weeks.
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    The interior of Wat Ko Keo Suttbaram in Phetcbaburi. Painted in 1734, the murals are unusual in that the Battle with Mara is behind the Buddha rather than on the front wall and the scenes on the side walls have been compartmentalized in diamond-shaped frames.


    Early artists had to content themselves with a very limited range of colors made from available materials. Red ochre, yellow ochre and white were obtained from local minerals while black was produced from crushed charcoal. By the 15th century, cinnebar vermilion was being imported in powder form from China; the crypt of Wat Ratburana in Ayutthaya displays a liberal use of this bright color. Greens were produced either from earth greens or vegetable matter; by the 18th century, malachite from China was being employed to produce a much brighter green. The crushed colors were combined with the resin of the "ma khwit" tree which served as a binder.


    The pigments were applied to the dry surface with brushes made from the fibers of tree and vine roots. These somewhat stiff brushes give a pencil-like quality to the strokes, a line of unvarying width far removed from the expanding and contracting line of Chinese painters. For fine details, animal hair brushes were used, those made of the hair taken from the inside of a cow's ear being the most highly prized.


    Like architecture and sculpture, the paintings were created at the behest of patrons, usually royalty, who considered them to be acts of merit-making. These patrons often set two schools in competition to spur them to produce their best work. Yet despite the royal patronage and the development of a classical school, the paintings were easily accessible to members of every stratum of society. These were the texts illiterate people could "read" without help. One needed no formal education; he only needed to remember the tales he had heard long ago at his mother's knee. He could swiftly decipher the murals because though they contained royal palaces, realms, personages and deities beyond his ken, the paintings were of the society and times in which he lived, with elements and people from everyday life. In short, the paintings related to him because they were ''Thai" in every nuance and manifestation. In the Bangkok period, he was aided by brief bits of text written in the mural near the action described. The murals of Wat No in Suphan Buri provide an example of this technique.


    The murals of Ayutthaya and Bangkok dealt with the Tosachat, the Life of Buddha, the Ramakien, and the Traiphum (Three Worlds) often with two or more subjects decorating the walls of a single bot or vihan. In some instances, the stories were of local personalities such as the adventures of a monk who traveled to Sri Lanka for religious instruction. In a departure from the norm, the walls of Wat Rajapradit are covered with depictions of the main royal festival which occurs in each of the 12 months of the year. Of the Tosachat, the story of Vessandan, Buddha's next to last incarnation, is the most popular, often covering one wall of a bot with the other nine chadoks being required to share the opposite wall among themselves, as at Thon Buri's Wat Suwannaran.


    While the subjects varied, there was a consistency in the way the paintings were laid out in a temple. The main story - the Buddha's Life or the Tosachat - occupied the panels between the windows, the most accessible to the viewer's vantage point. Above the windows were several rows of deities, theps, or other celestial beings in worshipful attitudes arranged so they faced the far end of the building where the Buddha image was situated. The wall behind the image might be covered with the three worlds of the Traiphum (Heaven, Earth and Hell) or with spillovers from the Tosachat that didn't fit the side walls.
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    A hapless foreigner appears in a painting of the Battle with Mara painted during Rama Ill's reign on the wails of Thon Buri's Wat Suwanuaram.


    The wall facing the Buddha image was almost always reserved for the Battle with Mara, a cataclysmic encounter attacked with gusto by the painters resulting in a furious motion at variance with the peaceful scenes gracing the other walls. It was here that the artist gave vent to his emotions and imagination, producing works of grand proportions.


    Thai classical painting was characterized by a two-dimensional approach devoid of perspective in the Western sense and without a vanishing point. The figures were rendered without modelling and without the play of light and shadow that would give the overall picture a feeling of depth. There was an economy of line and a tendency to use colors in blocks rather than in graduated tones between one hue and the next.


    The artist of old began by sketching the composition on paper. As with the technique for decorating lacquerware, pins were used to make holes in the paper along the outlines of the principal figures. The paper was placed on the wall and a porous sack of fine ashes was lightly struck against the paper so the white powder passed through the pin holes. The color would be applied between the dotted lines left on the wall. This technique is thought to arise from the practice of having a master make the preliminary sketch and then direct his apprentices to flesh out the figures by adding color. Each figure and its principal features was further emphasized by black outlines drawn around key features. During the Bangkok period gold leaf was usually used to highlight jewelry and architectural ornaments.


    Within each panel between the windows is an entire story or several episodes of a story laid out in somewhat random order. One must know the story beforehand since the elements are not arranged like a comic strip moving from left to right and descending row by row. It may begin in the middle and run clockwise or counterclockwise or it may zigzag back and forth. A single palace or a meandering river may serve as a stage set for three or four episodes or an entire story. Once the viewer has identified the key actor, he can follow him through his exploits. When viewed in this manner, it quickly becomes apparent that instead of a single scene populated by dozens of actors, the panel contains several scenes each with nearly the same handful of characters.


    Each panel is a set piece complete in its own and is placed, not for ease of storytelling, but as the artist elects. Where it is necessary to separate one scene from another, he erects a zigzag fence or a screen of trees to create a forest glade. He may alter perspective and proportion in order to fit in a desired element. In the end, there is no perceivable composition, only an abundance of detail and energy spilling in all directions, an arrangement which pleases by its sheer vitality and by the excellence of its execution.
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    This detail of a cloth wall banner depicts Buddha''s victory over Mara. Created in the 19th century.
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    Mythical elephants in the heaven of the Pahcekha Buddhas. a Rama III period painting in the bot of Bangkok's Wat Suthat.


    The figures look quite un-Thai. The models that artists followed are not known but it has been suggested that they were inspired by the Indian-influenced figures on Nang Yai (Giant Figure) shadow puppets or the masks used in Khan dramas because of their somewhat static features and the aureolae or nimbi which surround them. The assertion has equally energetically been challenged on the grounds that the figures' faces do not resemble those on the shadow puppets and that any connection between the two is purely coincidental. The figures are dressed in sumptuous garments which cover the lower body but leave the upper torso bare except for strands of jewelry. The women's melon-like breasts are either bare or covered by diaphanous veils which do little to hide them from curious eyes. Except for the bare or scantily-veiled breasts, the fashions reflect those followed up to the late-19th century, when Western clothes were adopted.


    One of the more appealing aspects of Thai painting is the artists' penchant for filling "off-stage" areas with scenes of ordinary life. These little spaces tucked into corners or behind buildings or walls seem to provide the artists respite from the formalism of the main subject. While in the same precise style, one finds here the common people in their daily pursuits, be it watching a shadow play, amorous dalliance, children's games, even a robbery and opium smoking. In a very real way then, the paintings become microcosms of Thai life and society.


    The backgrounds of Ayutthayan murals were generally painted in light hues with no attempts to create landscapes per se. By the Bangkok period, artists were filling every available space with figures, buildings and foliage.


    One would expect that in a tropical country like Thailand the landscape in paintings would be bright green accented by the beautiful flowers and plants which abound in nature. Instead, the landscape is somber, an apparent attempt to avoid interfering with the scenes being played out against it. Natural elements like trees and rocks are placed like props. Trees are thickly planted in groves whose individual members are only wispily hinted at. Though the seas off Thailand's shore are tame with only a hint of rolling breakers, the seas in Thai paintings are massive. They are rendered as an imbrication of alternating rows of white-capped waves like fish scales or disks, and are undoubtedly a convention borrowed from Chinese painting.


    The areas above the windows in Wat Buddhaisawan are occupied by bands of Buddhas, of worshiping disciples or other subjects. Repeated endlessly, they cover all four walls from the tops of the windows to the ceiling.


    While most of the mural paintings have long since disappeared, a few remain that provide a very good idea of the genre as a whole.
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    Painters have delighted in filling off-stage areas with scenes of ordinary life among common people. This detail from Thon Buri's Wat Thong Thammachat, executed during the reign of Rama IV is both charming and revealing of dress and manner.
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    The marriage of Buddha's father and mother. Suddhodana and Mahamaya in the life of Buddha murals at the Buddhaisawan Chapel The murals I painted in the reign of Rama I make extensive use of the zigag line to compartmentalize individual scenes within the episode
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    Paintings on the walls of a limestone cave on Koh Khian Island in Phangnga Bay are thought to date front prehistoric times. They are devoted to figures, animals and abstract patterns.
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    Bronze bracelets and other ornaments from various periods of the Ban Chieng era are displayed at Bangkok's Suan Pakaad Palace. (H.R.H. Princess Cbumbhot collection).
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