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Mural Paintings of Wat Phumin in Nan:
a Recent Study

Jirasak Dejwongya

Although the history of Wat Phumin in the
Muang district of Nan Province can be traced back
to the 16™ century, the famous vihan (assembly
hall) is most likely a renovated work of the late
19™ century. However the exact dating of the
beautiful mural paintings inside the vihan is still a
problem that many scholars tried to solve for years.

The murals of Wat Phumin are divided into
two levels. On the top or the high level there are
large images i.e. the Lord Buddha with disciples,
the Lord Buddha entering Nirvana, a man courting
a woman, a noble with his attendant etc. At the
bottom or the lower level the Khantana Kumara
Jataka and Nemiraj Jataka are depicted.

The pictures, the composition and the color
are quite striking.

Also, a certain degree of “realism” that appeared
here was not common in the tradition of Thai
paintings. The mural of Wat Phumin showed
people and things as they appeared at that time.
This helps properly determine the dating of the

pictures.

For example, the picture of a2 man in an elabo-
rately decorated costume holding a dagger has
been compared to old photographs that show that
it is probably Suriyapong Phritdej, Lord of Nan,
at the beginning of the 20™ century. The picture
of a man wearing red clothes and a black hat
carrying a satchel is probably a western Christian
missionary who also treated the sick locals. Another
picture is of a steamship that is most likely a
French vessel in the Mekong River after the
French entered the Laos region in 1893.

A study of these pictures in relation to the age
of the manuscripts of Nan version of the Khantana
Kumara Jataka and a record of a specific number
1265 on the west wall which signifies the year
1903 absolutely confirm the time that the pictures
were painted, that is at the beginning of the 20"
century.

In addition, there are pictures of various
ethnic groups such as the Tai Lue, westerners,
Karen, Chinese and Lua reflecting well the way
of life in Nan at that time.




